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Background and problem

Adult learners have multiple demands.

Some adult learners fail a course not because 

they fail assessments but because they 

cannot complete coursework by the deadline.

Can flexibility help improve their success –

specifically in terms of persistence, 

retention, and graduation?



Review of the literature



Persistence and retention

 “Of all students who started 

college in fall 2015, 73.4 percent 

persisted at any U.S. institution 

in fall 2016, while 61.1 percent 

were retained at their starting 

institution. 

 The persistence rate is the 

percentage of students who 

return to college at any 

institution for their second year, 

while the retention rate is the 

percentage of students who 

return to the same institution” 

(Kelly, 2008, slide 1).



Literature review: Student success

 Growing focus on increasing retention, persistence, graduation rates

 Student retention is more important than ever (Sousa, 2017).

 Choitz, V., & Prince, H. (2008, April). 

 Learners have more choices and challenges . . . stopping out and 

transferring is more common . . . educational institutions must be more 

competitive and better meet learners’ needs. One priority is student 

retention and persistence.

 Drivers: changing educational marketplace, reduced government funding, 

cost benefits of retaining learners

 Adult learners may benefit from more flexibility

 Managing multiple demands for time and attention



Increase flexibility for student success
(Choitz & Prince, 2008) 

 Flexible scheduling and locations

 Fastest and easiest; nights and weekends; satellite campuses

 Students – want course offered when they need it (Kelly, 2008)

 Flexible programs

 Open entry/exit dates

 Accelerated pace

 Bridge programs

 Modularized courses (such as 3 1-hour courses instead of 1 3-hour course)

 Universities may offer different course delivery formats - online, hybrid, 
accelerated, or weekend 

 Flexible courses

 Self-paced

 Instructional course design to accommodate conflicting demands that adult 
learners have (for-pay work, dependents, health, etc.).



Dimensions of flexibility (Casey & Wilson, 2005)

Time

1 Starting and finishing a course

2 Submitting assignments and interacting within the course

3 Tempo/pace of studying

4 Moments of assessment 

Content

5 Topics of the course

6 Sequence of different parts of the course

7 Orientation of the course (theoretical, practical)

8 Key learning materials of the course

9 Assessment standards and completion requirements 



Dimensions of flexibility, cont. (Casey & Wilson, 2005)

Entry requirements 

10 Conditions for participation 

Instructional approach and resources

11 Social organization of learning (face to face; group; individual)

12 Language to be used during the course

13 Learning resources: modality, origin (instructor, learners, library, WWW)

14 Instructional organization of learning (assignments, monitoring) 

Delivery and logistics 

15 Time and place where contact with instructor and other students occur 

16 Methods, technology for obtaining support and making contact 

17 Types of help, communication available, technology required 

18 Location, technology for participating in various aspects of the course 

19 Delivery channels for course information, content, communication 



Continuum of flexibility (Casey & Wilson, 2005)

Delivered at 

one site, fixed 

times, 

methods, 

materials, 

assessment

Flexible start 

and end times, 

teaching modes, 

study materials, 

place, time, 

assessment



Benefits of flexible learning (Casey & Wilson, 2005)

For educational 

institutions

 Access new markets 

otherwise difficult to reach

 Retain existing student 

groups

 Improve retention and 

progression among students

 Reach non-traditional 

students

Benefits for learners

 Access a wider choice of subjects, study modes and 

providers by making the ‘where’, ‘when’ and ‘how’ 

of learning more flexible 

 Solve basic issues such as cost of course, ways of 

paying (installments etc.), type/cost of learning 

materials, amount of on-line activity required 

 Provide flexibility over time and place of study and 

assessment methods 

 Access learning opportunities over lifetime of learner 

and as careers change 

 Support learning for non-work and non-credit reasons 

such as lifestyles and situations changes





Research 

questions

Is there a difference in learner 
outcomes as a function of 
participation in an online class with 
traditional deadlines versus an online 
class that is self-paced? 

1. Does flexibility in 
course assignment 
deadlines improve 
student success?

Is there a difference in learning 
preferences or satisfaction as a 
function of participation in an online 
class with traditional weekly 
deadlines versus an online class that 
is self-paced? 

2. Do learner 
preferences and 

satisfaction differ 
with course 
flexibility?

Is there a relationship between 
specific learner characteristics and 
outcomes or preferences? 

3. Are learner 
characteristics 
associated with 
preferences or 

outcomes? 



Research design

Case Study 
Research Design

1

Treatment Group: 
Students in self 
paced online 
course

2

Control Group: 
Students in online 
courses with 
weekly deadlines

3

Dependent 
Variables:  
Students 
Outcomes and 
Preferences

4

Independent 
Variable: 

Course Schedule 
Flexibility

5

Statistical criteria for significance:  Medium effect size and one-tailed, 95% confidence level



Participants

Two sections of the same online course (Marketing) 

facilitated by same instructor, same term, same university
 Dr. Gray, spring 2017, Rogers State University, United States

 MKTG 3113-001R: 8-week online Marketing course

designed with weekly deadlines

27 students

 MKTG 3113-002R: 8-week online Marketing course 

designed to be self-paced with 3 deadlines

29 students

Weekly, individual follow up with students about their progress and pace



Methodology

Approval from Dept. Head, Dean, and Vice President

 IRB approval 

Participation in the study was voluntary

 Informed consent required for participation 

No extra credit or incentives were offered to minimize 

perception of coercion

Students randomly assigned to one of the two course 

sections in conjunction with Registrar before the start of 

the semester



Methodology

 Direct Assessment:  Quantitative analysis of 

course performance outcomes

Measured by scores on course assignments and 

exams

 Indirect Assessment:  Quantitative analysis of 

student perceptions

Measured by student responses to a survey of 

online flexible course preferences and 

satisfaction



Survey instrument

 11 items garnering student perceptions of 

process and outcomes

Likert-type scale 

Response scale: Strongly Agree to Strong 

Disagree

 19 demographic and biographical questions 

Including criteria for adult responsibilities



Survey questions

1.The self-paced structure of this course 

helped me succeed in passing the course and 

learning the information. Self-paced only

2.I enjoyed the self-paced structure of this 

course. Self-paced only

3.I prefer a course with regular or weekly 

scheduled deadlines instead of a self-paced 

course.



Survey questions

3. The emails and contact from the instructor 
regarding my work pace helped me succeed 
in the course.

4. I am usually a self starter.

5. I prefer to have my learning laid out 
carefully for me.

6. I prefer to control my environment.



Survey questions

8. I assume primary responsibility for my own learning.

9. I felt supported in my learning during this course.

10.During this course I: (fell behind, kept on pace, 

worked ahead of schedule) Self-paced only

11.I found the deadlines/timeframes to be:  (too many, 

not enough, just right)



Criteria (responsibilities) of adult 

learners

1.Age 25 or older

2.Married

3.Has dependents 

4. Is a single parent

5. Is serving or has served in the military

6.Employed while in college

7.First-generation college student



Results



Performance outcomes

MKTG 3113-001R

8-week course was designed 

with weekly deadlines, 

27 students

 Average final percentage: 

86.64%

 Average final points: 868.01 

points (1000 possible)

More variability in final 

points (s=183.404)

MKTG 3113-002R

8-week course was designed to 

be self-paced with 3 

deadlines, 29 students; one 

outlier (stopped attending)

 Average final percentage: 

92.21%

 Average final points: 920.21 

points (1000 possible)

Less variability in final points 
(s=110.129) 



Grade distributions by treatment 

group
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Research Q1: Is there a difference in learner 

outcomes as a function of participation in an 

online class with traditional deadlines versus an 

online class that is self-paced? 
Group
(Class

Section)
Mean Points N

Std. 
Deviation

Mean 
Percent

Weekly
Deadlines

866.35 27 183.404 86.64%

Self Paced 920.21 28 110.129 92.21%

Total 893.77 55 151.652 89.47%

One outlier removed: student stopped participating two weeks into semester.

T test; P = .196; Statistically significant at 80% confidence level

Medium Effect Size critical d = .355

Calculated d = .349



Research Q2a: Is there a difference in learning 

preferences or satisfaction as a function of 

participation in an online class that is self-paced? 

Survey Item #1 N Mean Std. Dev. t Value
Critical 

t Value

The self-paced structure 

of this course helped me 

succeed in passing the 

course and learning the 

information

7 4.71 0.488 9.295* 1.943

Single Sample t test with 3.0 as Test Value; One-tailed, 95% confidence level 

*Significant



Survey Item #2 N Mean
Std. 

Dev.
t Value

Critical 

t Value

I enjoyed the self-paced 

structure of this course
7 4.86 0.378 13.000* 1.943

Single Sample t test with 3.0 as Test Value; One-tailed, 95% confidence level 

*Significant

Research Q2a: Is there a difference in learning 

preferences or satisfaction as a function of 

participation in an online class that is self-paced? 



Survey Item #3 Group Mean
Std. 

Dev.
d Critical d

I prefer a course with 

regular or weekly 

scheduled deadlines 

instead of a self-paced 

course.

Weekly

Deadlines

Self 

Paced

4.20

2.86

1.304

1.329

1.370* 1.039

Medium effect size; 95% confidence level; *Significant

Research Q2b: Is there a difference in learning 

preferences or satisfaction as a function of 

participation in an online class with traditional weekly 

deadlines versus an online class that is self-paced? 



Survey Item #6 Group Mean
Std. 

Dev.
d Critical d

I prefer to have my 

learning laid out 

carefully for me.

Weekly

Deadlines

Self 

Paced

4.40

2.83

0.894

1.069

1.540* 1.5382

Research Q2b: Is there a difference in learning 

preferences or satisfaction as a function of 

participation in an online class with traditional weekly 

deadlines versus an online class that is self-paced? 

Medium effect size; 95% confidence level; *Significant



For which questions was there no 

significant difference in response 

between class formats?

Q4: The emails and contact form the instructor 

regarding my work pace helped me succeed in the 

course. (4.29/4.80)

Q5:  I am usually a self starter. (4.00/4.00)

Q7: I prefer to control my environment. (4.71/4.40 )



Q8: I assume primary responsibility for my own 

learning. (4.57/4.80)

 Q9:  I felt supported in my learning during this course. 

(4.43/5.00)



Research Q2c: Survey Item #23
During this course I (self paced only): 

0
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795, 

968



Research Q2c: Survey Item #24
This course had two deadlines and the final 

exam. I found these time frames to be (self 

paced only):  

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Too many Just Right Not enough

Final Score

970

F
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E

Q
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E

N

C

Y

(Final score not significant by Q24 response)

Final 

Scores 

795  

1004



Research Q3: Are learner characteristics 

associated with student success outcomes or 

preferences? 

Pearson Correlation - 0.538*

Sig. (one-tailed) 0.036

N 12

Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient; One-tailed, 95% confidence level 

*Significant

All but one respondent was employed. Average hours worked was 42.5 hours/week and 9.5 hours enrolled)

Number of Adult Responsibilities and Final Course Score



Relationship between final course 

score and number of adult 

responsibilities
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No significant difference in class 

format preferences (survey responses) 

as a function of number of adult 

responsibilities.



Findings and 

Conclusions



Research Question 1

Practical but not statistical significance 
resulted for learner outcomes (final course 
score) as a function of participation in an 
online class with traditional deadlines versus 
an online class that is self-paced. 

No significant differences were observed for 
individual assignments.

Does 
flexibility 
in course 

assignment 
deadlines 
improve 
student 
success?



Findings

Average student success rate for students 
with weekly deadlines was 86% compared 
to 92% for students in the self paced 
course.  

With a small sample size Type II Error 
(false negative) is likely to exist

This study should be replicated adding 
additional participants to the data base



Research Question 2

Students significantly enjoyed the self-
paced structure.

Self-paced students reported that the 
structure significantly helped them 
succeed in passing the course and learning 
the information. 

Self-paced students reported that the 
three deadlines were “just about right”.

Do learner 
preferences 

and satisfaction 
differ with 

course 
flexibility?



Research Question 2

Students with weekly deadlines (no 
experience with flexible scheduling) 
significantly preferred a course with 
regular or weekly scheduled deadlines to a 
self-paced course.

Students with weekly deadlines 
significantly preferred to have their 
learning laid out carefully for them.

Do learner 
preferences 

and satisfaction 
differ with 

course 
flexibility?



Findings

 The fact that students were randomly assigned to 

either the treatment group or control group 

suggests that the perceived risk prior to 

experiencing a flexible schedule causes some 

degree of apprehension.  Students in the self-

paced course reported strongly positive 

perceptions of their success and their learning in 

the course. 



Research Question 3 

Although individual characteristics were 
not significantly correlated with student 
success, the total number of adult 
responsibilities was significantly related 
to total course points. 

Are learner 
characteristics 
associated with 
preferences or 

outcomes? 



Findings

The scatterplot indicates that while some students 

with multiple adult responsibilities succeed at high 

rates with flexible course deadlines, there are 

students who experience reduced success with 

increased responsibilities. No self-paced student 

reported a negative experience with the schedule. 



Qualitative Findings:

From a student in self-paced 

course, spring 2017

“Thank you for giving me the opportunity to 
participate in your class. I know my participation 
was not what it should have been. I have had to 
deal with one child having a bone mass, I have had 
a heart attack and had to deal with that also. So I 
appreciate this class because it gave me the 
opportunity to work at my own pace. Thank you 
again. I actually learned a lot from this class. --
Kathryn Hanna



Conclusions

 Although additional research should be conducted to augment 
outcomes, results from this case study suggest that student 
success can be enhanced with self-paced online course 
opportunities.

With the majority of online students working full-time, 
students may travel with their jobs (including military) and 
participate in a course from varying time zones with diverse 
schedules available for learning. Flexibility in assignment 
deadlines increases chances for student success, leading to 
increased course completion, retention, and ultimately 
degree completion. 



References

 Casey, J. & Wilson, P. (2005). A practical guide to providing flexible learning in further and 
higher education. Retrieved from http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/docs/publications/a-
practical-guide-to-providing-flexible-learning-in-further-and-higher-education.pdf?sfvrsn=34. 

 Choitz, V., & Prince, H. (2008, April). Flexible learning options for adult students. A report by 
FutureWorks and Jobs for the Future for the Employment and Training Administration, U.S. 
Department of Labor. Retrieved from 
http://www.jff.org/sites/default/files/publications/FlexibleLearning.pdf. 

 Kelly, R. (2008). Scheduling courses for flexibility and student success. Faculty focus. Retrieved 
from https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/trends-in-higher-education-scheduling-courses-
for-flexibility-and-student-success/. 

 National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2017). First-year persistence and retention. 
Snapshot report. Retrieved from https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/SnapshotReport28a.pdf. 

 Sousa, T. (2017). Student retention is more important than ever. Higher Ed Live. Retrieved from 
http://higheredlive.com/3-reasons-student-retention-is-more-important-than-ever/. 

http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/docs/publications/a-practical-guide-to-providing-flexible-learning-in-further-and-higher-education.pdf?sfvrsn=34
http://www.jff.org/sites/default/files/publications/FlexibleLearning.pdf
https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/trends-in-higher-education-scheduling-courses-for-flexibility-and-student-success/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/SnapshotReport28a.pdf
http://higheredlive.com/3-reasons-student-retention-is-more-important-than-ever/


Additional slides



Universities offering self-paced programs

University Scheduling Characteristics

Capella 

University

• Quarterly When learner has completed course, 

he/she can move on to the next without 

waiting for new term to begin. 

Complete as many courses as desired, up 

to 2 simultaneously, for flat quarterly 

tuition rate. 

University of 

Arkansas

• Just under 12 weeks except summer 

session

• 20+ sessions per calendar year

• 3 sessions only for students with 

financial aid.

• Students enrolled on space-

available basis

• Web-based correspondence courses at 

own pace

• Open enrollment; cannot earn degree 

by taking only self-paced courses

https://www.capella.edu/capella-experience/flexpath/
https://online.uark.edu/self-paced/


Universities offering self-paced programs, 

cont.

University Scheduling Characteristics

University of 

North Dakota

Enroll any time

9 months to complete course; if need 

more time, small fee for extension.

Enroll-anytime courses allow the student 

to learn and grow while managing family 

and/or work responsibilities. 

Offered online only

No financial aid

Instructors scheduled for 9-month terms, 

teach x number of self-paced learners per 

course.

http://und-public.courseleaf.com/extendedlearning/extendedlearning.pdf


Universities offering self-paced programs, 

cont.

University Scheduling Characteristics

University of 

Missouri

Self-paced course with 6 months to 

complete, choose start date

OR

Self-paced 8- or 16-week courses, 

begin/end with MU 16-week or second 

8-week academic sessions

Two formats:

• Self-paced 6 month courses – Choose 

own start date, enroll any day of the 

year, work independently, receive 

personalized instructor feedback, take 

in-person proctored exams

• Self-paced courses with MU regular 

terms - different LMS, work 

independently, receive personalized 

feedback, have checkpoint dates 

within semester, in-person proctored 

exams 

University of 

Illinois

Self-paced courses, 16 weeks to 

complete

http://online.missouri.edu/enrollment-procedures/index.aspx
https://online.illinois.edu/getting-started/other-important-info-for-online-students/policies-statements/policies/self-paced-students


 “Flexibility and variety let students exercise more control over the choices 

they make in a class. This can make assignments more engaging.” 

https://www.brown.edu/about/administration/sheridan-center/teaching-

learning/course-design/learning-technology/online-assignments

https://www.brown.edu/about/administration/sheridan-center/teaching-learning/course-design/learning-technology/online-assignments


Drivers of flexible learning (Casey & Wilson, 2005)

 Student demand for flexibility of time, place and study mode (know your market)

 Need to reach new markets, for example through flexibility of time and place 
(declining/static student numbers)

 Government policy push 

 Part of the institutional mission 

 Funding opportunities 

 Management led (top-down) 

 Enthusiast led (bottom-up) 

 Shortage of classroom/campus facilities 

 Making more efficient use of existing staff resources 

 Increasing ubiquity of Internet access



 The interaction of four components - technology, pedagogy, implementation 

strategies, organizational framework - can lead to learner-centered 

experiences when they are well integrated (Collis & Moonen, 2001). 

 Also there are five dimensions which can impact: time; content of the 

course; entry requirements; instructional approaches and resources; delivery 

and logistics - each with several aspects (Casey & Wilson, 2005).



Prior research about adult learners

 Research last year found adult 

learners may be younger than 25

 Nontraditional learners - adults 

beginning or continuing their 

enrollment as college students at a 

later-than-typical age (NCES, 2002)

 Now more broadly defined to 

include 7 characteristics not 

typically associated with 

participation in college . . . 73 

percent of students may be viewed 

as nontraditional (Choy, 2002, 1).

 These characteristics include (Ross-

Gordon, 2011)

 Delaying entry to college by at 

least one year after high school

 Having dependents

 Being a single parent

 Being employed full time

 Being financially independent

 Attending school part time

 Not having a high school diploma



Barriers to Alternative Delivery 

Approaches (Choitz & Prince, 2008)

 Lack of financing to redesign and/or develop new program models

 Faculty resistance to designing and/or teaching nontraditional courses and 
programs

 Schools may not have faculty available to teach in non-traditional programs, 
especially those with nontraditional schedules, i.e., weekend colleges

 Programs do not qualify for state reimbursement and/or the state reimbursement 
is not enough to cover the higher cost of the program

 Programs do not qualify for student financial aid

 Redesigned programs may not support student transfer between two- and four-
year institutions

 It can be difficult to get approval from accreditation bodies for non-traditional 
programs

 It can be difficult to get state approval of non-traditional courses or programs



4 main components of flexibility

 These components are really the 

building blocks for providing 

flexibility, both in learning and in 

teaching. They all need to be 

addressed and they are all inter-

related. (Casey & Wilson, 2005).

Pedagogy

OrganizationStrategy

Technology


