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Context of the IIEP’s research3

• HE systems increasingly complex and 
fragmented

• Ongoing COVID-19 crisis showed the 
importance of committing to the
Education 2030 Agenda and flexible 
learning pathways
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Source: Universities UK, 2016.

• Flexible learning: “learning and teaching is increasingly 
freed from the limitations of the time, place and pace of 
study” (Naidu, 2017, 269).

• A learner can choose the how, where, when and what of 
learning through different means: technology enhanced 
learning, flexible pedagogical approaches, flexible 
institutional structure, etc. 

• “Entry points and re-entry points at all ages and all 
educational  levels, strengthened links between formal 
and non-formal  structures, and recognition, validation 
and accreditation of the  knowledge, skills and 
competencies acquired through non-formal  and informal 
education” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 33).

Flexible learning pathways

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/teaching-and-learning/flexible-learning


IIEP’s research on flexible learning pathways5

Eight countries: 
Chile, Finland, India, 
Jamaica, Malaysia,

Morocco, South Africa, and
the United Kingdom



Flexible learning pathways: three  stages6

• Pathways for getting into higher education: alternative admission policies and 
practices (preparatory programmes, open access, recognition of prior learning) 
and equitable admission policies and practices. 

• Pathways for getting through higher education: study transfer, credit 
accumulation and transfer, flexible delivery modes (open and distance learning, 
flexibility in the pace of study, flexible curriculum).

• Pathways for getting out of higher education: completion and transition to the 
labour market (combining work and study, flexible degree structures, continuous 
learning). 
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International perspective on 
diverse entry pathways 



Diverse entry pathways into higher education

• Access to higher education is generally 
granted upon completion of a secondary 
education qualification

• But a more diverse range of pathways are 
available to facilitate entry to a short-cycle 
programme (ISCED level 5)

• A bachelor’s degree programme (ISCED 6) is 
more difficult to access through diverse 
pathways 

• Recognition and validation of prior learning 
is not yet a common practice.
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Source: IIEP-UNESCO Survey, 2019. 



9 Preparatory programmes

Good practices:
v Preparatory courses in Chile
v Foundation degree in the 

UK

• Support learners to meet general 
entry requirements and to succeed 
in academic higher education

• Provide learners with broader skills 
and knowledge prioritised in the 
academic setting



Recognition of prior 
learning 

• RPL can focus on formal, non 
formal and informal learning

• Often practiced by vocational 
institutions for recognition of 
labour competences

• Difficulty linking TVET and HEIs’ 
qualifications for RPL 
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Good practices:
• National system:  RPL for access and 

credit in Malaysia (APEL)
• Institution-led: RPL for certifying 

labour competencies in Chile



11 Open entry

• For continous learning, re-skilling or up-skilling, 
updating cometencies

• May be recognised but typically this pathway 
does not lead to a formal degree

• HEIs have begun offering digital credentials or 
opportunities to recognise a certain share of 
open entry credits when a student enrols in a 
formal degree programmeGood practices: 

• Open studies pathway in 
Finland

• Open University in UK
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International perspective on 
technology-enhanced learning



Flexible modes of delivery of higher education

• Majority of UNESCO member states (78%) already offered distance/online education prior to 
COVID-19, although the quality and validation of such delivery modes was mentioned to still 
be a challenge.

• Countries combined face to face provision and elements of distance and online learning to 
better provide flexible learning pathways to a wider range of learners. 

Source: IIEP-UNESCO Survey, 2019. 



14 Open (online) and distance 
learning

• Enables flexibility in terms of location of 
learning and pace

• Expands access to education 

• Enables continuity of learning 
opportunities for diverse types of 
students

• Both offered by single mode (open 
universities) and dual mode institutions

Good practice:

The Open University and FutureLearn
- Provides short courses, online 
degrees, and micro-credentials
- 13 million people signed up 
worldwide
- ~ 3,000 online short courses



15 Quality assurance of technology-
enhanced learning 

Quality assurance can support the 
implementation of technology-enhanced 
learning by issuing:
• Memoranda on online and blended 

learning
• Guidance on accrediting online and 

distance education

Good practice: 
In Malaysia, guidelines are available for 
open and distance learning, MOOCs and 
micro-credentials
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International perspective 
on diverse progression  
pathways 



Articulation process

• Articulation is a process of transfer of 
learners between programmes or 
disciplines within the same institution or 
across institutions of the HE sector

• Transfers between disciplines and 
programmes within institutions are more 
common than across different 
institutions
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Across different fields of study

Within the same field of study

Source: IIEP-UNESCO Survey, 2019.



Opportuntiies for transfers

• Two types of transfer: systemic/national and 
specific/institutional (intra-or inter-
institutional agreements)

• Transfer is not a mainstream practice at HEIs 
in the case countries

• Transfer between universities and TVET 
institutions is even less common, so the 
linkages between these types of provision
need to be ensured
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Good practices:
• National student transfer

application in Finland



Credit accumulation and 
transfer (CAT)
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• CAT is an essential tool for 
implementing transfer and RPL 
processes at the institutional 
level

• Limitations how many credits
can be transferred exist in many
HE systems

• A match between content is 
required

Good practices:
• APEL-C in Malaysia

• “2+2” model in Jamaica



Flexibility in the pace of study

Students can choose how to combine their studies
and work:

• part-time, evening, weekend, holiday season
or other types of provision as opposed to full-
time day study
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Good practices:
• In UK 24% of students are studying part-

time and completing a bachelor’s degree
in four to six years.

• In Chile, 23% of students are enrolled in
full-time evening studies.



8 Title of the presentation / 13..11.2020 Flexibility in the curriculum

• Flexibility in the organisation of
the curriculum can ensure that
learning suits students’ needs

• Flexibility in curriculum varies
across institutions:

• elective courses, cross-
institutional/departmental 
exchanges or joint degrees

Good practices:
• Choice Based Credit 

System in India
• Degree flexibility at the

University of Birmingham 
(UK)



9 Information and guidance for
flexible progression

• National systems of student 
guidance

• Institutional arrangements for 
student guidance

Good practice:
Personal study plans in Finland

Source: IIEP-UNESCO
Survey, 2019.



Main action points  
23

1. Flexible learning is about empowering students to have choices.

2. Diverse entry pathways support the policy objective to improve availability and accessibility of 
higher education, but they require national policies, funding and institutional investment.

3. ODL has become the main mode of delivery of learning during the pandemic, but to be fully 
recognized and quality assured, it requires defining quality standards aligned with those for 
face2face teaching. 

4. Transfer policies open opportunities for reorientation of study pathways but they require well-
functioning credit transfer systems with well-elaborated learning outcomes. 
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