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Abstract: Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the courses in a study programme in Knowledge Management have been offered
as a hybrid version, serving students at both a campus and online. The official policy from the universities is that the students
are wanted back at the campuses. However, students in a work-life lifelong learning situation do not always have the
opportunity of travelling to a campus. Hence, the possibility of taking part digitally in a class with a mix of online and physically
present students has been the right solution for many working students. This paper presents results from a survey among
students enrolled in four different courses in the study programme of Knowledge Management at the Inland Norway
University of Applied Sciences, Norway, where the physical classroom is based in Kongsvinger, and the students are either
present at the campus or online simultaneously. The preliminary results show that the students in this lifelong learning
situation are depending on this hybridity in order maintain their learning opportunities, as this enables them to stay in an
often-demanding work situation, as well as being able to stay as learners at a university. This implies that the hybridity, first
boosted by the COVID-19 pandemic, now, independently of the pandemic, is a demand within the segment of lifelong
learners, as this will support access to higher education independent of place of residence, family situation or work situation.
The students in this segment claim to attend physically if and when they have the opportunity to travel due to the above-
mentioned situations. Hence, online only is not always the best option.
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1. Introduction

Online learning has been around for quite a while. From remote schooling (hand-) written assignments to be
sent via mail to the teachers, to today’s email or learning management system (LMS), there are a plethora of
systems organizing online learning. During the COVID-19 pandemic, both students and lecturers had to rely on
online systems for lecturing and all correspondence and communication. In many cases, this led to students
feeling isolated and developing psychological problems (Knight et al., 2021; Salimi et al., 2023). Although not all
investigations showed a declining mental health issue among the students (Hamza et al., 2021), there has been
a definite turn to students asking for the online option if they are prevented from leaving, or otherwise wanting
to stay at home or at work. However, post-pandemic, many universities have returned to face-to-face lecturing
(zhao & Xue, 2023), with some now having a blended learning approach (Mozelius, 2020; Remenyi, 2020; Singh,
Steele, & Singh, 2021; Cobo-Renddn et al., 2022).

Nevertheless, according to Cobo-Renddn et al. (2022), due to the quick turn to online lecturing for the lecturers,
many have not been able to adapt to the various options and possibilities that lie in the online medium.
Moreover, the equipment chosen may not have been optimal to fully utilize the online potential. Hence, the
“return” to an ordinary classroom situation may be preferred.

1.1 Adult Learning

Adults may be in different situations when they need to upgrade their knowledge. They may be living far away
from the higher education institution; they may have family situations that make travelling difficult and they
may even have jobs where it is difficult to prioritize taking time away from in order to go to school.

According to Knowles (2015), adults learn differently from children. According to Brookfield (1995), adults are
concerned about self-directed learning, critical reflection, experiential learning and learning to learn. Self-
directed learning is about adults taking control of their own learning. Transformational learning (Mezirow, 2010)
involves critical reflection, and is about reframing previous schemes as they make sense of the newly acquired
knowledge. Experiential learning (Kolb, 2014) is about learning from experiences. Kolb, being heavily influenced
by Dewey (1938, 1966), described how one can utilize an experience for reflection, abstract conceptualization,
which can be “fed” into a new active experiencing, see Figure 1:
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Figure 1: Kolb's experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 2014)

For adults to learn how to learn, it means that “that adults possess a self-conscious awareness of how it is they
come to know what they know; an awareness of the reasoning, assumptions, evidence and justifications that
underlie our beliefs that something is true” (Brookfield, 1995, p. 5).

Adults need to know why they should learn something, and are more prone to follow an intrinsic motivation,
rather than an external one (Merriam & Baumgartner, 2020). This may imply that the adult students want to be
involved in the development of the learning, as they are then able to control the learning outcome. However,
according to Courtenay, Arnold and Kim (1994), participation in the development has no effect on the adult’s
gain in learning.

Learning is also about changes in the brain. When the brain and its environment interact, it may result in changes
(Merriam & Baumgartner, 2020). Bronfenbrenner (1996) also claimed that the general environment would also
influence a person’s development.

As pointed out earlier, reflection is also important for the learning process (Schén, 1984, 1987; Moon, 2013).
Reflection can be facilitated before an action (Cowan, 2008), during an action (Schén, 1984; Moon, 2013) and
after an action (Allen & Smith, 1994).

1.2 Different Learning Approaches

Several approaches to combining online and on-campus learning have been described. Blended learning is
defined by Cronje (2020) as “the appropriate mix of theories, methods and technologies to optimise learning in
a given context” (Cronje, 2020, p. 120). This means that we need to consider both the constructivist and
behaviourist approaches to learning. There are some disagreements regarding the terms “blended learning” and
“hybrid learning”. According to Fisher, Frey, Almarode and Henderson-Rosser (2021) Blended learning is about
both distance learning and face-to face learning, but not simultaneously, and hybrid learning is when students
“learn part time with at teacher in a physical school classroom and part-time online” (p. 9). According to others,
blended learning is often about mixing face-to-face lecturing with online lecturing (Boelens, De Wever, & Voet,
2017; Boelens, Voet, & De Wever, 2018). It may also include other approaches such as the “flipped classroom”
(Bishop & Verleger, 2013). Hybrid learning is about dividing time between an online and face-to-face presence
during a course (Ranganathan, Negash, & Wilcox, 2007), which is similar to what Fisher et al. (2021) claimed.
This has had a positive outcome on the learning outcome (Saichaie, 2020).

HyFlex and Synchromodal learning is about synchronous and face-to-face learning at the same time (Howell,
2022). In other words, HyFlex learning allows the students to choose between face-to-face or online instruction
(Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2021). Creating a community out of the students who are face-to-face and online may
be a challenge for the lecturers, but should be encouraged to encourage the students to develop teams and
groupwork across the “borders” of the technology (Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2021).

Howell (2022) developed an overview of the different terms, which is reprinted below with kind permission from
the author. It explains the different approaches, how they relate to each other and how they place themselves
on a continuum providing high flexibility to low flexibility. Here, we see that the HyFlex/Synchromodal approach
is of high flexibility and such, thereby allowing students to choose between an online presence or a face-to-face
appearance.
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Figure 2: Distinction of terms (Howell, 2022) reprinted with permission.

1.3 The Courses in Learning Organizations and Knowledge Management

At the Inland Norway University of Applied Sciences, Norway, many studies have returned to a campus-based
lecturing regime. One study that has chosen a blended approach is the study programme of Knowledge
Management, which consists of four courses: two in the autumn semester and two in the spring semester. The
students enrolled in this study programme are generally adult students in a work-life. The students are from all
over Norway, with many having to travel for several hours to attend live campus lectures. The lecturers are given
in seminars over two days, three times per semester. During the seminars, they attend two different courses in
parallel, one day with each course throughout the semester.

We wanted to investigate how the students perceive an approach that allowed both analogue and digital
students to attend the same lectures. The courses are conducted in a semi-flipped way, with streaming video of
full lectures, a short version of the lectures at the beginning of the day of the seminar and then work on
developing assignments before solving them.

1.4 Lifelong Learning

Organizations are exposed to changes due to the development of technology, changes in markets and access to
knowledge and/or material, as well as changes in politics or other influences (Jacobsen & Thorsvik, 2019). Among
other issues, these changes require updates, and that the workforce stays up to date with the developments.
There may be several different changes during a person’s work-life, with the ability to learn and develop
accordingly very sought after, and one of the desired skills to develop, according to the OECD (Toner, 2011).

Governments have also recognized the need for workforces to develop to stay up to date, not only in the private-
, but also in the public sector (Jarvis, 2007). Lifelong learning strategies are promoted, both within the
organization and as initiatives in cooperation with higher education (Clarke, 2001). In addition to reflection and
being reflective practitioners, situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991) is mentioned among the methods used
for lifelong learning purposes.

1.5 Research Question

What we wanted to understand the connection between Hyflex or Synchromodal learning and adults lifelong
learning. Hence, the research question:

How does HyFlex/Synchromodal learning support lifelong learning?

In the following, we present our data collection methods and findings before we conclude and look to future
research on the topic.

2. Method of Inquiry

We have chosen to treat this as a case study (Remenyi, 2012; Yin, 2014). Although we have not aimed for
generalizing findings, using the case study approach has allowed us to take an in-depth look at a specific subject,
here regarding if or how HyFlex/Synchromodal learning can contribute to lifelong learning.
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We have chosen to use a mixed methods approach (Creswell, 2007; Creswell & Creswell, 2017), and base our
findings on a survey and interviews. We have done a qualitative interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2007; Kvale
& Brinkmann, 2015; Johannessen, Christioffersen, & Tufte, 2020). The data has been categorized into main
categories and sub-categories.

The survey had 37 answers, and we have interviewed (group interviews and individual interviews) 11 students
(out of a possibility of 82).

3. Findings

Our findings show us that there are several students who choose the HyFlex/Synchromodal. The main reasons
for not attending face-to-face lectures are primarily: 1) the travel costs, 2) the time away from family and/or
from work, 3) young children or otherwise difficult family situations, and 4) not granted time off from an
employer. Due to work or family situation, some of these students then choose an online version of the lecturing
if time permits. Several students claim that this is the only way to attend lectures at all, and that due to the
option of online lectures they are able to stay in the study programme.

There are also students who oppose travelling for reasons of sustainability. They claim to see the online option
as environmentally friendly and less costly, both regarding nature and time.

Some of the students prefer the face-to-face lectures and claim that the socialization and possibilities for
learning and reflecting together with other fellow students is preferred. Still, these students also claim that there
is some security in knowing that there is an option to take part online if the situation should not allow them to
attend in person.

Yet, some students are doing both, attending maybe one or two face-to-face lectures and attending the rest of
the seminars online. Again, this group claims that without this option, it would be difficult to follow the study
programme.

All of the respondents seem to prefer the blend of learning opportunities that are otherwise provided in the
course, such as the “flipped classroom” approach, with the streaming video and developing and solving
assignments in plenary, as well as working on utilizing the students’ own backgrounds, in order to develop their
critical reflection, support their transformational learning and even their intrinsic motivation for self-directed
learning.

This seems to invite for the development of a model, including both blended learning opportunities in a
HyFlex/Synchromodal setting. We may propose a model that can be viewed as a three-dimensional model. It
shows the different learning approaches in one dimension, and the HyFlexity/Synchromodality in the other
dimension (Figure 3):

HyFlex/Synchromodal learning

Blended learning Lecturing

Flipped Classroom Work on assignments Cooperation/collaboration

Figure 3: Overview of HyFlex/Synchromodal as an overarching learning method, with the different learning
adaptions within this context

For example, within the cooperation/collaboration are Communities of Practice, teamwork and other
collaborative learning approaches.

The difficulties reported with the HyFlex/Synchromodal learning are that the equipment is not fully supporting
a full integration, to make it both a full face-to-face experience and a full online experience. The lecturers also
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seem not to be trained to handle a dual face-to-face/online situation as lecturers. Attention will therefore have
to be on either the students being physically present or online.

4. Conclusion

The HyFlex/Synchromodal learning approach seems to support adult students in diverse situations to take part
in lifelong learning that they otherwise would not have been able to attend. It is thus possible to utilize most of
the blended learning processes such as the “flipped classroom”, working on assignments, developing and
utilizing reflection processes and experiential learning processes within the frames of the HyFlex/Synchromodal
learning. Even for students who have planned to attend face-to-face in seminars, it is reassuring to have the
opportunity to take part online if they are prohibited from travelling to the campus. For the ones in a
family/work/financial situation that does not allow for travel expenses, nor time off from work or family, the
online option is also appreciated. Hence, the HyFlex/Synchromodal learning supports lifelong learning, as it
allows more adult students to take part in higher education due to the online possibilities that lie in
HyFlex/Synchromodal learning.

The equipment and training for a smoother transition between the different modes are needed, meaning that
the technology must be developed to support a more streamlined online/in person appearance, and the
lecturers need to be trained to better handle and treat the audiences in the various media.

4.1 Further research

Further research is needed, and different technological appliances may be utilized. A broader investigation of
the different types of technologies available should be carried out and based on this the lecturers should be
trained to handle this technology.
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