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An investigation into the social benefits of e-learning for mature, part-time students returning to HE
The University of Winchester started running part-time courses for mature students studying at undergraduate and foundation degree level in 2003, in line with its core value of widening participation.  The challenges for part-time students are considerable.   Most notable for this study, is the core issue of managing time to study – most students work full-time, many have families and ensuing childcare challenges, whilst some work internationally on a regular basis.  

Despite the University having its own Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), the author identified a significant number of part-time students never used the on-line facility (in marked contrast to full time students).  

As part of a project on learner-centred interventions, the author aims to investigate if a blended learning approach could better support the Programme, its tutors and, above all, its part-time students.  Currently, students were expected to study one night (3 hours) for 6 weeks and one full day per module.  On top of this, the programme indicated an additional 11 hours of self study per week.  

In some modules, additional teaching hours needed to be introduced.  Rather than place extra burden of attendance at weekends on students which could result in poor attendance or dropping out of the course altogether, a blended learning approach had sufficient merit for further investigation.  It could enable students to engage in asynchronous learning, working at a time and place convenient to them.  It would not involve additional childcare arrangements and/or cost in terms of travel/childcare.  It could enhance the student’s overall engagement with their studies in a flexible and convenient way whilst simultaneously emphasising the learner and his or her acceptance of responsibility (Sloman, 2001) in terms of learner autonomy.  Overall, the social benefits of e-learning could greatly enhance the student experience.
