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Throughout the last decade flexible learning approaches, at least in part, have been 
considered a viable means of improving the quality of teaching and learning practices 
in higher education and have been widely adopted by the tertiary education sector.  In 
particular, they have been considered advantageous in fostering the development of 
generic skills and deeper approaches to teaching and learning. In 1999, the University 
of Queensland opened a new campus at Ipswich. This campus was designated, 
amongst other things, as a centre for innovation in teaching and learning with a 
particular focus on flexible learning.  The intention of the University was to improve 
the quality of teaching and learning at the University through the deliberate adoption 
of flexible teaching and learning strategies and approaches for students. This paper 
looks back over four years of development at the Ipswich campus and explores the 
extent to which sustaining quality learning through the adoption of flexible learning at 
a new campus has been achieved. 

 

Introduction 
In 1999 the University of Queensland (UQ) established a new campus at Ipswich, a 
low-socio-economic area 50 kilometres to the west of Brisbane.  After years of 
lobbying by the Ipswich community for a local campus, UQ converted the existing 
Challinor site into a modern, state of the art campus with an enviable degree of 
technological infrastructure and educational support. It was intended that the new 
campus would have both a strong community focus as well as a major focus on the 
development of innovative teaching and learning programs utilising flexible learning 
approaches. Four years on, the campus is undergoing a review of its progress to date. 
Part of that review is exploring the status of flexible learning at Ipswich and the extent 
to which the University has been successful in developing a sustainable quality 
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Context 
Throughout the last decade tertiary education has been characterized by change, much 
of which has been influenced by the adoption of flexible learning practices. This 
notion of flexible learning has become a dominant force in tertiary education and an 
accepted part of the current tertiary educational environment, with many institutions, 
including the University of Queensland adopting and promoting flexible learning 
practices as a major part of their strategic directions (Ling, Arger, Smallwood, 
Toomey, Kirkpatrick, & Barnard, 2002). For the University of Queensland this 
commitment to flexible learning remains strong and it continues to be a major focus in 
the current University of Queensland Strategic Plan (2003-2007).  

Notwithstanding its wide scale adoption, the way in which flexible learning is 
understood and practiced varies widely across institutions and within Australian 
higher education institutions. Ling et al (2002) have identified two broad categories of 
provision of flexible learning each, consisting of three broad strategies: 

• Provision affording access and convenience 

o Moving time and place of study to suit the learner 

o Removing time and place constraints 

o Removing entry requirements 

• Provision accommodating learner preferences 

o Providing alternative entry and exit points 

o Accommodating learning style, pace and collaboration preferences 

o Accommodating content and assessment preferences 

 
According to Kirkpatrick (1997), the definition of flexible learning is problematical 
because there are many models. This is supported by the fact that the practice of 
flexible learning has several variations as outlined by Ling et al (2002) and the term 
itself, as Nunan (1996) points out, is open to many interpretations, usually as a result 
of the focus of the particular stake holders involved. Furthermore, the term ‘flexible 
learning’ often appears to be used interchangeably with ‘flexible delivery’ and 
‘flexible provision’ (Ling et al, 2002) further adding to the confusion.  

Moving from terms to student, George and Luke (1995), describe flexible learning as 
having a fundamental concern with ‘promoting deep approaches to learning by 
purposefully selecting forms of delivery which are multi-dimensional’ and increasing 
‘the choices available to staff and students in teaching and learning’ which results ‘in a 
blurring of the traditional internal/external boundaries’ (George and Luke, 1995, p. 2). 
Again focusing on the student, Nikolova & Collis (1998), suggest that the notion of 
the student as an active participant in the learning process can be considered a central 
tenet of flexible learning. 

While a wide range of interpretations of flexible learning is apparent both within the 
literature and in flexible learning practices across Australian and overseas institutions, 
a commonality that emerges is one of providing learners with choices (Ling et al, 
2002).  However, once again this commonality is marked by diversity. Ling et al, 
suggest that these choices could be considered in the following ways: 

• Choice about time, place and pace of study 

• Choice about means and modes of study 

• Choice about independence or collaboration in learning (p.11) 
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Thus, flexible learning means different things to different organizations and often 
within different organisations, depending on the policy approach taken by the 
particular organization. 

Flexible learning at Ipswich 
In setting up UQ Ipswich as a flexible learning campus, the University of Queensland 
was attempting to undertake institutional change in an integrated and coordinated 
manner. It was intended that the activities undertaken at Ipswich would provide the 
impetus for similar activities to be adopted more widely across the institution. Thus 
the University placed considerable importance on developing flexible learning as a 
means of developing quality learning environments for students. The flexible learning 
approach promoted at the new campus focused on time and place flexibility (Ling et 
al, 2002) as well as placing a major emphasis on developing a culture of teaching and 
learning that encouraged active engagement in the learning process. 

Flexible learning is being pursued at the University of Queensland because 
it is seen as crucial to improving learning outcomes. It promotes a learning 
environment that encourages learners to be more active in their learning and 
provides them with greater opportunities to interact in purposeful ways with 
other students, with their teachers and with their learning resources, rather 
than the one-way lecturer to student flow of information typical of the more 
traditional university environment” (Ling et al, 2002, p.118) 

It was intended that all courses would be delivered on campus and all students would 
participate in face-to-face sessions to varying degrees throughout their courses. The 
University took the approach that the face-to-face learning environment was 
particularly important for undergraduate students and preferable to distance or off-
campus web-based learning in supporting activities such as small group projects, 
seminars, workshops and problem solving exercises.  Apart from this provision for 
face-to-face teaching, no particular model of flexible learning was espoused for the 
Ipswich campus. However, in setting up the campus at Ipswich it was intended that 
there would be an emphasis on small group teaching and learning, collaborative 
learning and active student participation in learning. The campus was purpose built to 
accommodate this intention with no large teaching spaces provided and a generous 
provision of small group work areas and technological infrastructure. 

Course materials were to be provided to students in their entirety at the start of the 
semester to provide for flexible access to learning materials and activities as well as 
some measure of self directed learning. Flexible access was also to be enabled through 
24-hour on-line access to the campus. This would support the facilitation of student 
and staff interaction through chat rooms, discussion lists and emails as well as access 
to the University’s extensive library/cybrary services. Technology was to be used to 
enhance the learning environment, not simply provide a method of content delivery.  

Underpinning the University’s commitment to developing flexible learning at Ipswich, 
a new unit, the Learning Resources Development Unit  (LRDU) was established to 
support educational endeavours at the campus along with existing units of the 
Teaching and Educational Development Institute (TEDI). These units provided 
educational development support for lecturers in the form of educational design, 
instructional design, graphic design, multimedia support, programming, and desktop 
publishing to support the development of educational resources. TEDI also provided 
an extensive staff development program to assist staff and students in developing or 
enhancing skills to meet the requirements of the new learning environment.  
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Successful adoption of educational innovation 

Achieving successful adoption of educational innovation at an institutional level is 
very difficult to accomplish (Fullan, 1991) and in many cases innovations fail or are 
only partially successful at this level.  Significantly, Fullan (1991) suggests that 
innovation means different things to different people. As individuals within 
organizations react to the innovation occurring, they explain or understand the change 
in terms of their own particular context and react accordingly.  

Thus developing a shared understanding of what innovation means is of critical 
importance if the innovation is to become a reality.   

Fullan (1991) proposes that change is multidimensional and identifies three 
dimensions:  

1. The possible use of new or revised materials (direct instructional resources 
such as curriculum materials or technologies) 

2. The possible use of new teaching approaches (i.e. new teaching strategies or 
activities) 

3. The possible alteration of beliefs (e.g. pedagogical assumptions and theories 
underlying particular new policies or programs (p. 37). 

He suggests that it is most common for educators to take on the first dimension of 
change - that of using new materials or resources -  but experience varying degrees of 
difficulty with the other two dimensions. He also suggests that adopting all three 
dimensions of change is a process that occurs over time and not simultaneously. 

Fullan’s view that institutional change relating to educational innovation is difficult to 
achieve is supported by research into the success of the CUTSD (Committee for 
University Teaching and Staff Development) grants in the late 1990’s.  In analysing 
the success of the CUTSD grants in promoting the adoption of educational innovation 
in particular those involving the use of technologies, Alexander, McKenzie, & 
Geissinger (1998), found that in most cases the innovation stayed within the institution 
where it was developed and in some cases the innovation was not fully implemented 
within the area from which it originated.  The study identified an extensive list of 
success factors for successful completion and implementation of projects including: 
institutional commitment to the innovation; the development of shared goals relating 
to the project; the selection of a well conceptualised learning approach; identifying 
intended outcomes that are achievable; sufficient and appropriate support for staff and 
students and the availability of sufficient funding. The study also identified a 
comprehensive list of factors contributing to a lack of success in completing and 
implementing projects. These include: a lack of support from leaders within the 
institution; a lack of a shared understanding in relationship to the project’s goals; 
insufficient support for staff and students; a lack of expertise to carry out specific tasks 
and insufficient funding. Dempster and Deepwell (2002), undertaking a similar study 
in the UK, found success factors for successful adoption of educational innovation at 
institutional level included:  timeliness; energy and commitment of those involved; a 
person of influence in a policy position and appropriate support for staff (2002, p. 4-
5). 

Data collection 
Data for this study was collected through an audit of all the Ipswich course profiles to 
document the range of resources and teaching and learning approaches being utilised 
at the Ipswich campus. For those courses using websites, an audit of websites and the 
range and nature of the learning resources on the websites were identified and 
documented.  The audit was conducted on a program-by-program basis to give a clear 
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picture of what is occurring within programs. Additional information sources include 
other evaluation studies that have been conducted at the campus since its inception 
and anecdotal interchanges. 

The course profile and web audit data was analysed to determine the extent to which 
the use of flexible learning practices are evident at Ipswich.   

The criteria used to audit the course profiles included:  
• course code and name 
• number of students 
• teaching and learning modes 
• ways in which the learning guide was utilised 
• web based resources; other resources; assessment items. 

The criteria for the audit of the websites included:  

• course information 
• discussion board for general student 

interaction (unmoderated) 
• discussion board for students for a 

designated learning activity 
(unmoderated) 

• discussion board moderated by lecturer 
for general interaction 

• discussion board moderated by lecturer 
for a specific learning activity/activities 

• interactive learning activities 
• quizzes 
• links to other sites as a specific learning 

activity 

• simulations 
• case studies 
• PowerPoint slides for information 
• PowerPoint slides associated with a 

learning activity 
• video or audio tapes on line or on CD 
• lecture notes on line 
• animations 
• links to on-line sites that provide specific 

learning activities or learning support 
software and other sites. 

• links to other sites for additional 
information at student’s discretion 

 

Following the audit, all program directors and selected individual lecturers at UQ 
Ipswich will be invited to participate in an individual interview to discuss flexible 
learning at Ipswich and their understanding of what is happening in their programs. 
These interviews will also seek to understand the extent to which staff maintain a 
focus on flexible learning practices or have reverted to more traditional teaching and 
learning activities and why this has occurred. This stage of the project is yet to be 
conducted. 

Analysis and discussion 
The criteria used for the audits were not weighted in any way.  While it is 
acknowledged that in some cases it is difficult to ascertain the level of flexibility in a 
course or program simply by auditing websites and course profiles, the criteria were 
extensive and did provide useful information identifying a focus or otherwise on the 
use of flexible earning activities.  
There are a total of 11 undergraduate programs offering over 250 individual courses at 
the Ipswich campus. Not surprisingly, the results of the audit were mixed.  While the 
audit of the course profiles and web sites clearly indicate that the majority of the 
programs at Ipswich are delivering courses that involve flexible approaches to 
teaching and learning with an emphasis on flexible access and active student 
engagement in the learning process to some extent at least, it is apparent that the 
extent of flexible approaches to teaching and learning vary widely both within and 
across programs. It is also worth noting that in spite of a generally positive situation, 
some individual lecturers within programs that are highly supportive of flexible 
learning are eschewing these approaches in favour of more traditional lecture tutorial 
approaches with large classes.   
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The audit of course profiles and web sites indicates that there is one exception to the 
generally positive adoption of flexible learning. The absence of learning guides, 
interactive web sites and limited access to resources indicates that one faculty has 
largely abandoned flexible learning at Ipswich. While some individuals still maintain 
their commitment to sustaining quality learning environments through the use of 
flexible learning activities, it would appear that a program based commitment to 
flexible learning is not supported at the faculty management level.  This is not an 
uncommon situation in tertiary institutions where a lack of commitment to policy by 
leaders in particular areas can result in policy not being adopted by those below 
(Fullan, 1991). 

As was anticipated in setting up the campus a number of different models of flexible 
teaching and learning have emerged to meet the learning needs of specific programs.  
Two of the programs in particular take a resource-rich approach to flexible learning 
and employ a wide variety of resources such as CDs, commercial websites, a range of 
internet technologies and discussion lists to help provide flexibility in time and place 
learning. Other courses place an emphasis on innovative learning and assessment 
activities to promote particular approaches to learning and particular learning 
outcomes. Assessment items include such items as reflective journals, multimedia 
developments, iconographic analysis via dyadic presentation, peer assessment, 
reflective essays and ‘wiki’ web activities. Small group teaching approaches are 
common, as are online discussion activities to support learning and assessment. These 
findings are in keeping with the flexible learning approaches envisaged in setting up 
the Ipswich campus. 

A significant, although not unexpected, finding of the audit is that in several courses 
across most programs where websites are used, their utilisation is primarily for content 
delivery rather than supporting learning activities through interaction, discussion and 
dialogue. There are a number of reasons why this could be the case. This could be 
explained in terms of Fullan’s (1991) multidimensional approach to change where 
individuals are comfortable in taking on the use of new materials but have more 
difficulty in adopting the strategies and beliefs associated with these materials. 

It is evident from the variety apparent in the course profiles that there is considerable 
variation in the way programs and indeed, individuals interpret flexible learning. The 
variation in interpretation of flexible learning is not unexpected given that an earlier 
study clearly indicated that individual lecturers had quite different ways of 
understanding and interpreting flexible learning.   It is also not unexpected given that 
the emphasis placed on flexible learning at Ipswich is to provide an active learning 
environment that encourages students to engage with the learning resources, the 
lecturer and each other. What is emerging is that the majority of programs are still 
actively engaged in embracing the vision of the campus as a centre for innovation in 
teaching and learning and are committed to the ideals of flexible learning that are 
espoused at the campus at least to some extent. 

It is also worth noting that ‘retention rates and learning outcomes are satisfactory and 
better than might be expected for those who enter with scores lower than usual for the 
University of Queensland’ (Ling et al, 2002).  

In this regard the Ipswich campus can be considered successful in developing and 
maintaining a quality learning environment. 

Conclusions and recommendations 
Taking Fullan’s (1991) view that adoption of all the dimensions of innovation and 
change is a process that occurs over time, it can be considered that the adoption of 
flexible learning at Ipswich is still occurring. While there is work to be done, the 
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generally positive situation at UQ Ipswich can be attributed to extensive institutional 
support provided including: 

• a strong advocate (Dempster & Deepwell, 2002)  

• the provision of adequate support for staff and students (Dempster & 
Deepwell, 2002; Alexander et al, 1998) 

• the provision of adequate funding (Alexander et al, 1998), and  

• identifying intended outcomes that are achievable (Alexander et al, 1998).   

While it could be considered that in many ways the campus has achieved the aim of 
being a centre for innovation and the quality learning environment envisaged for the 
campus has largely been sustained since its development, it is also apparent that in 
some cases flexible learning activities are not actively occurring.  Thus there is a 
recognised need to continue to provide leadership to encourage the further adoption of 
flexible learning at the campus. 

With this in mind, the project team has identified a number of possible strategies for 
encouraging and furthering ongoing adoption of flexible learning at UQI. Some of 
these strategies include: 

• Re-orient all teaching staff to flexible learning 

• Include an increased focus on flexible learning in the induction/orientation 
program for new staff at UQI 

• Work with program directors to identify flexible learning innovations to be 
developed for each program that can be included in the annual Ipswich 
Showcase 

• Encourage staff who are showing particular leadership in flexible learning to 
apply for University teaching excellence awards 

• Include a monthly item on Lecturers’ flexible learning tips in the Network (the 
TEDI/Ipswich newsletter) 

• Highlight flexible learning examples as quality teaching in the University 
teaching, and in teaching and learning week activities 

• Investigate ways with selected lecturers in which the large group teaching 
project activities can be utilised to foster flexible learning in larger classes. 
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