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Abstract: This study offers insights into processes that play a role in realizing curriculum flexibility 

through the implementation of a blended curriculum. Curriculum flexibility is conceptualized in 

terms of adaptability and accessibility to students’ needs and capabilities. In order to realize 

curriculum flexibility, the teacher training institution in this study designed a blended curriculum 

with face-to-face and online components. This flexible blended curriculum aimed at increasing 

student enrolment and offering variety in students’ graduation profiles. Based on an analysis of 

formal curriculum materials, flexibility of the intended and formal curriculum was determined. 

Through subsequent semi-structured interviews with ten teacher educators, fostering and inhibiting 

factors regarding realizing flexibility were identified. Results show that the teacher educators 

perceived the formal curriculum as less flexible than intended. Furthermore, they identified 

different contextual, teacher- and student-related factors that affected (further) flexibilization. 

Based on a discussion of these findings,  recommendations for research and practice are given. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In the past decade, higher education has faced a student influx that can be characterized in terms of  an increasing 

student diversity (cf. Carlsen, Holmberg, Neghina, & Owusu-Boampong, 2016), indicating the need for more 

responsive and personalized curricula. Many educational institutions address these needs by designing a flexible 

curriculum, so that the program can be adapted to students’ individual capacities, needs, and possibilities (cf. OECD, 

2010). A blended curriculum is often regarded as a means to organize this flexibility in a curriculum (cf. Jones & Lau, 

2010), but results do not substantiate this claim. This study aims to shed light on what it is that makes realizing 

flexibility in a blended curriculum difficult.  

 

 

Theoretical framework 

 

Curriculum Flexibility 

Higher education institutions are increasingly faced with student diversity, e.g. with respect to age, domicile, cultural 

background, personal and professional experiences, motivation, study approach, digital and technological literacy, 

and prior education (cf. McEwen et al., 2008; Severiens, Wolff, & Herpen, 2014; Willems, 2005). Student diversity 

calls for a curriculum that adapts to and is accessible for students with different needs and capabilities (Rao & Meo, 
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2016). This is often called a flexible curriculum. Through a flexible curriculum, learners are provided more 

opportunities to control their learning process and the learning environment (cf. Collis & Moonen, 2001). Cheong 

(2013) argues that “the nature of ‘flexibility’ revolves around learners: what choices are available and how they affect 

their learning” (p.2). In this regard, it seems better to look at the curriculum as a process instead of a predetermined 

product. In fact, as Bron, Nieveen, and Voogt (2017) state, this is a way to give an explicit voice to the students that 

are involved, in order to make the learning processes their learning process. According to Tucker and Morris (2011), 

a curriculum can be positioned at any point in between the two opposites of a continuum, with flexible curricula on 

the one end (being adaptable to the needs and capabilities of students) and traditional curricula on the other end (being 

fixed regarding all aspects of learning). This means that there will be degrees in flexibility. In this study, we follow 

Tucker and Morris' (2011) statement that the flexibility of a (blended) curriculum can become visible in terms of what 

learning entails, and how, where and when it occurs (Table 1). 

 

 
Table 1. Flexible Aspects of a Blended Curriculum 

 

Flexibility in the ‘where’ and ‘when’ of learning is necessary because, according to Carlsen et al. (2016), it is a 

precondition for including everyone in times of increased social mobility. A curriculum that offers students the 

opportunity to decide for themselves where and when they learn, seems attractive to more nontraditional students 

(e.g., working students, students with a family, students who have disabilities) and students on a distant location (cf. 

Carlsen et al., 2016). The degree in which the curriculum is accessible for all refers to the accessibility dimension of 

the curriculum. Flexibility in the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of learning is necessary because, firstly, students have different 

learning needs, and these differences influence the learning- and teaching processes. Furthermore, society expresses 

different expectations toward education (Redecker et al., 2010). The degree in which the curriculum can be adapted 

to the needs of students and the needs of society refers to the adaptability dimension of the curriculum (Table 1).  

 

Blended Curriculum  

A blended curriculum can be defined simply as a mix (blend) of digital and face-to-face education (Gerbic, 2011). In 

practice, blended curriculum designs can be positioned on a continuum, with varying ratios between f2f and digital 

parts (Gerbic, 2011; Jones & Lau, 2010). A blended curriculum, could, because of its digital component(s), offer 

flexibility without losing the human richness of f2f contacts. Jones and Lau (2010), for instance, describe how a 

blended curriculum improved its accessibility (i.e., students at a distance, nontraditional students, students with work 

or family responsibilities) as well as its adaptability (i.e., working from a student-centered approach). Scholars agree 

on the fact that information and communications technologies (ICTs) play an important role in realizing curriculum 

flexibility, because it makes offering choices, alternatives, and variety in a program realizable and manageable and 



can bridge distance and time (cf. Bingham, Pane, Steiner, & Hamilton, 2016; Carlsen et al., 2016). However, 

curriculum flexibility is primarily connected to pedagogies; it is a misconception that flexibility is only connected to 

technologies (Nikolov, Lai, Sendova, & Jonker, 2018). In general, student-centered views about education seem to 

suit best with curriculum flexibility. Then, two challenges can be recognized; firstly, the lack of a clear focus on 

pedagogies and learning theories that are suitable for a flexible educational context, and secondly, not every teacher 

holds a student-centered view and these teachers need to be supported in order to align their pedagogical beliefs and 

practices with an approach that supports learners in their learning process (Nikolov et al., 2018). 

 

Challenges in Realizing Curriculum Flexibility in a Blended Curriculum 

Research shows that organizing adaptability and accessibility in a blended curriculum is easier said than done. Firstly, 

often disconnected views of flexibility exist among the different stakeholders, caused by a mixture of multiple needs, 

expressed by multiple stakeholders, at different points in time, and from many contexts (Tucker & Morris, 2011; 

Willems, 2005). Secondly, an institution has specific reasons for providing flexibility, therefore, flexibility will be 

present in the rationale that underpins the curriculum. However, often this rationale is not very well articulated and 

not translated in design guidelines for course development, and/or not beneficial for or supported by all stakeholders 

(Severiens et al., 2014; Tucker & Morris, 2011; Willems, 2005). Problems with the alignment between the intended, 

implemented and attained curriculum can be expected. Thirdly, teachers are often in charge of the design and 

implementation of a flexible blended curriculum (Schleicher, 2012), but are not always prepared for this (Huizinga, 

Handelzalts, Nieveen, & Voogt, 2014). A curriculum design task is regarded as a complex task in itself (Van den 

Akker, 2010), in which many interdependencies have to be taken into account. More specifically, the curriculum needs 

to be designed in such a way that students’ needs and capabilities are taken into account. However, teachers are not 

very well prepared to developing as well as teaching for diversity (OECD, 2010; Severiens et al., 2014). Fourthly, 

flexibility assumes conditions and readiness of the educational context (Willems, 2005). For instance, regarding 

prioritization and budgets (Unesco, 2009), or prescriptions in validation procedures with regard to forms of assessment 

(Jones & Lau, 2010). In this context, flexibilization assumes organizational, programmatic and pedagogical 

responsiveness (Table 1). Finally, blended curricula bring their own challenges. For instance, the complexity of 

choosing the right blend (Gerbic, 2011), the resistance of some teachers to change their way of teaching (Jones & Lau, 

2010; Jonker, März, & Voogt, 2018), or the need to support teachers as well as students in order to function in student-

centered curricula (Tucker & Morris, 2011; Willems, 2005). 

 

 

Context 

 

This study took place within a Teacher Training College, which we call Waterfront College, in the Netherlands. 

Waterfront College offers a four year program in higher education, in which students are prepared to become a 

technical teacher in (pre)vocational education. A large number of adults enrolling in the program have a technical 

background and working experience, but lack a teacher qualification. These students study part-time. The remaining 

students are high school graduates who enroll in the program as full-time students. They also have a technical 

background, but neither working experience nor a teacher qualification. Most of Waterfront’s graduates become 

teachers in technical (pre)vocational education, but some of them get jobs in industry. The curriculum innovation 

aimed at an increase in student enrolment; more quality by matching the program better to the different needs and 

expectations of Waterfront’s graduates; and an attractive and efficient educational form. It was decided that Waterfront 

College needed a flexible curriculum, which a design team of Waterfront’s teachers realized by designing a blended 

curriculum. The blended curriculum had a fixed structure; courses were organized in weekly lessons, alternating 

between f2f and online. The digital part of the blend consisted of a repository for curriculum materials in an electronic 

learning environment and online lessons through Adobe Connect, enabling synchronous communications. 

 

 



Research Questions 

 

This study aims to presents insights into processes that play a role in realizing curriculum flexibility in Waterfront 

College, from a teachers‘ point of view. The main research question that guided this study was: How do teacher 

educators perceive and enact flexibility in the blended curriculum? which was divided into two sub-questions, namely: 

How do teacher educators perceive (RQ1) the translation of flexibility between the intended, formal and implemented 

blended curriculum, and (RQ2) the conditions necessary for the enactment of flexibility in a blended curriculum? 

 

 

Methods 

 

A single case study was conducted using a mixed-methods design (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). All teacher 

educators of Waterfront College who had experience with Waterfront’s flexible blended curriculum participated in 

(parts of) the study. The study focused on the intended (as described in formal documents), the formal (the curriculum 

materials), and the perceived (as enacted by the teachers) curriculum. Multiple instruments were used for data 

collection and analysis. 1) Document analysis. Formal documents of the institution were used for information about 

the reasons for and aims of the curriculum innovation, and for determining student numbers, their geographical region, 

and graduation profiles. 2) Product scan. In order to examine the amount of flexibility of the program the curriculum 

documents of a random selection of courses (n=14) from each year were analyzed by the teacher educators of 

Waterfront College, using a structured framework. 3) Interviews. The outcomes of the product scan were discussed in 

individual interviews with teacher educators (n=10) collecting information about their perspectives of the design and 

enactment of the blended curriculum. The interviews were analyzed using a coding framework, with codes that reflect 

factors that foster or inhibit the design and enactment of curriculum flexibility. 

 

 

(Preliminary) Findings 

 

Intended, Formal and Implemented Curriculum (RQ1) 

• Intended curriculum. According to the project plan, the curriculum innovation should serve two major aims, 

namely 1) increasing student numbers, and 2) delivering (future) teachers that are able to provide (technical) education 

for a changing societal context. The project plan states that, in order to realize these goals, Waterfront College needs 

a curriculum that offers education that is independent of time and place (i.e., enhanced accessibility), takes student 

diversity into account (i.e., enhanced adaptability), and responds to (technological) developments in society (i.e., 

enhanced adaptability). The expectations with regard to the accessibility of the program were reached: student 

numbers increased and students from a wider geographical region enrolled in the program, in comparison to the 

previous curriculum. The expectations with regard to the adaptability of the program were reached also: more open 

courses and more graduation profiles existed, offering opportunities for aligning these parts of the program to different 

needs of students or society. 

• Formal curriculum. Regarding the curriculum’s accessibility, the product scan showed that about half of the 

courses showed substantive/complete flexibility with regard to the learning environment (where). Flexibilization of 

the learning environment fits well to the desire for serving students from a wider geographical region and on different 

locations. Then probably, complete flexibility might be expected in this regard. Flexibility in time (when), on the 

contrary, was scarcely encountered. Although time’s most flexible forms go beyond the decision-making power of an 

institution (e.g., extension of the registration time without extra costs, expiry date of grades), surely more flexible 

forms could have been realized within the institution (for instance, by avoiding interdependencies between parts of 

the curriculum). Regarding the curriculum’s adaptability, the product scan showed that half of the courses involved 

at least substantial flexibility in the content (what). However, aims and objectives were mainly fixed, and, because of 



their interdependency, this also counted for assessments. Remarkably, because surely flexibility in aims/objectives 

could be expected in relation to the desired variety in graduation profiles. The highest amount of flexibility was present 

with regard to pedagogies (how), although information about the ‘how’ was not present in all courses. 

• Implemented curriculum. Overall, half (adaptability), respectively a majority (accessibility), of the teachers  

thought that the formal curriculum represented what actually happens during enactment. The others perceived 

discrepancies. Regarding the adaptability, one of the teachers had no idea, two of the teachers thought more flexibility 

was actually offered, but also, two teachers perceived less flexibility. 

 

Conditions for the Enactment of Flexibility in a Blended Curriculum (RQ2) 

While writing this paper, analysis of the interviews is still in progress. The first results indicate that a majority of the 

teacher educators (n=10) identified contextual, teacher- and student-related factors as mostly affecting the amount of 

curriculum flexibility. Further analysis will focus on possible patterns. 

• Adaptability (what, how). Regarding the contextual factors, teacher educators (mentioned by 6 out of 10 teachers) 

referred especially to the insufficient amount of time that Waterfront assigned for the design of the curriculum; extra 

time that teachers needed for preparing online lessons and digital materials; lack of time for aligning own lessons with 

those of colleagues; or limited granted time offered to students due to the small scale of the College. Also, teachers 

experienced, among others, fixed formulated College regulations, and a missing rationale about flexibility as hindering 

the curriculum’s adaptability. With regard to the teachers, it was experienced (6/10) that teachers’ pedagogical skills 

were insufficient in general, but also with regard to curriculum design expertise. Furthermore, teachers’ attitudes were 

experienced as hindering flexibilization (7/10), such as a traditional attitude toward education and teaching referring 

to teachers who favor personal, f2f contacts with students. Also, not daring, or not willing to take, or give, free space 

was mentioned as an inhibiting attitude of a teacher. Regarding the students, teachers especially experienced that an 

attitude that shows the need for clarity/certainty/the well-known hindered flexibility (8/10). 

• Accessibility (where, when). Contextual factors within the University as a whole affected the ‘where’ (5/10); for  

instance, the availability of rooms/workplace/equipment, or procedures that limit amount of granted study time. 9/10 

teacher educators mentioned characteristics of Waterfront’s, namely the limited amount of time that Waterfront 

assigned for the development of curriculum materials; the chosen blended structure that was uniformly used for all 

courses (especially in reference to the online part of the blend that was offered according to a fixed time schedule, the 

synchronous communication in the digital part of the blend that demands a student’s presence at fixed moments, and 

the absence of a smooth transition in the blend from a supply-driven to a demand-driven approach); the use of classes 

as the organizational unity;  and an insufficient amount of teachers for offering lessons on multiple moments. With 

regard to the teacher-related factors, teachers (5/10) referred to the insufficient skills for offering flexibility that 

supports accessibility, in particular with regard to digital skills. A teacher’s attitude (7/10) that is characterized by not 

daring/not willing to take/give free space, staying with familiar habits, or not being able to let go on the students, were 

perceived to inhibit flexibilization. A students’ attitude that is characterized by a need for structure, habits, regularity, 

a traditional (passive) student role, or a lack of self-confidence were also mentioned as inhibiting flexibility (5/10). 

 

 

(Preliminary) Conclusion 

 

The aims of the curriculum innovation at Waterfront College were reached, i.e. student numbers increased, students 

from a wider geographical region enrolled in the program, and variety in graduation profiles became possible. 

Nevertheless, some notable remarks can be made about the alignment between the intended, formal, and implemented 

curriculum. Regarding the curriculum’s accessibility, Waterfront’s fixed blended structure (alternating f2f and online 

learning) and the choice for synchronous communication in the online part of the program, although meant as flexible, 

limited flexibility in both the ‘where’ and ‘when’ of learning. A comparable contradiction was mentioned by Willems 

(2005), who stated that “flexible learning options can create time, place, and pace dependence as they become 

increasingly tethered to equipment, places, and schedules” (p.430). Regarding the adaptability, more flexibility could 



be expected in relation to the desired variety in graduation profiles. Regularly, courses lacked information about 

pedagogies (‘how’). This makes sense, because this cluster of curriculum elements rely heavily on the traditionally 

assumed pedagogical responsiveness and professionalism of the teachers who enact the course. However, it is 

questionable whether one can rely on such pedagogical responsiveness as a norm (OECD, 2010; Severiens et al.,  

2014). A second consideration is that no information about pedagogies provides the teacher with unlimited 

opportunities – opportunities that can be used to destroy the philosophy underlying the curriculum innovation (here, 

about flexibility), which in other studies was often found (Luttenberg, Van Veen, & Imants, 2013). Furthermore, 

Tucker and Morris (2011) mentioned that teachers experience several restrictions in their context which led to limited 

possibilities to offer flexibility, which is also perceived by the teacher educators in our study. They perceived factors 

within the context, teachers, and students that (negatively) affected the amount of flexibility that was realized. 
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