
International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning 

May 2011                  Vol. 8. No. 5. 43 

Editor’s Note: Distance Learning is attractive for busy mid-career professionals because they can manage 

their own learning using chunks of time between professional and personal commitments. This paper 
provides a theoretical for a work-life learning balance and ensure sufficient time to achieve criterion 
performance. 
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Abstract 

Adult learners’ time is delimited by family, work and social activities that are in competition. 

Considering these potential time allocation conflicts, work-life balance aims to find the “balance 

work and leisure/family activities” (Bratton & Gold, 2003). The current need for permanent 

knowledge update and the spread of the Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 

have promoted the lifelong learning (LLL) among adults. Therefore, the learning activity is a new 

temporal pattern to integrate in their lives. Time spent in academic processes could be a source of 

conflicts for long life learners because of the introduction of a third time to the work-life balance 

-the academic or learning time- added to the professional and social/family temporal patterns. For 

this reason, we introduce the concept of Work-Life Learning Balance (WLLB) to refer to the 

balance of the professional, family and academic activities. We introduce, in this paper, the 

implications of the WLLB for students’ enrolled in distance education that implies the 

relationship between individual/social temporalities and the external/internal regulation factors 

We observe that, in distance learning situations, the temporal flexibility implies a higher 

requirement of students’ time regulation competencies., concerning both the planning and 

regulation of the academic time-on-task and the ability to maintain the activity focus in a context 

of increasing temporal permeability between work, family/social life, academic activities and 

multitasking.  

Keywords: work-life balance, work-life learning balance, e-learning, CSCL, e-learning quality, time 

flexibility, time use, time-on-task, time quality; learner’ time.  

 

Introduction 

A continuum of learning throughout life or Life-Long Learning (LLL) is a major concern for the 

competitively European Economic Area (EEA), which faces not only a global economic 

competitiveness, but also demographic changes and rapid technological progresses. In this 

context, “LLL is an essential policy for the development of citizenship, social cohesion and 

employment” (EC, 2000, p.4). The recognised need for increasing formal and informal learning 

opportunities for all the citizenship throughout life poses an enormous challenge in terms of 

accessibility to learning sources. The European University Association (2008) highlights the 

needs to respond to the increasingly diverse demand of lifelong learners. For this reason "flexible 

and transparent learning paths need to be in place for all learners to access and succeed in higher 

education in all its different forms" (p.5). This challenge involves not only the development of 

learning solutions but also the reconsideration of the work-life learning balance and the 

development of time flexible solutions combining face-to-face and e-learning as efficiently as 

possible. We will first explain distance learning temporal flexibility before introducing the 

learners’ work-life learning balance model. 
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Distance Learning Temporal Flexibility 

E-learning and blended learning (b-learning) solutions allow students to pursue a part or the 

whole of their learning activities in a distance learning context. In the last years, we have 

observed an increase in e-learning and b-learning programs in a wide range of academic fields, 

and at the same time, an increase of the e-learning and b-learning population (Allen & Seaman, 

2007; Alpergin, 2007; Educaweb, 2009; Waits & Lewis, 2003). However, the drop-out rates in 

these contexts are higher than those found in traditional learning contexts (Berling, 2010; Carr, 

2000) where students and professors meet in the traditional classroom. Considering time as an 

important factor in the learning process, we could observe a major difference in the temporalities 

of the face-to-face modality and the online learning modality. In the face-to-face class, “ a group 

of people starts at the same time, studies the same materials at the same pace, and ends at the 

same time” (Downes, 1998, p. 1). In the online learning context, temporal flexibility is higher. 

Collis and Moonen (2001) consider the temporal flexibility in terms of institutional constraints, 

instructional design characteristics and the students’ pace of the students. Bates (2005) considers 

the temporal affordances of the Computer Learning Environments, distinguishing the 

synchronous and asynchronous modalities. We can consider that virtual education based on 

Asynchronous Learning Networks (ALNs) allows higher learning time flexibility than 

synchronous learning solutions introducing specific temporal constraints for the students. 

Despite all the advantages of temporal flexibility in online learning context, this high degree of 

temporal self-regulation could lead the less regulated students to fail to devote enough time-on-

task. Time scarcity has been considered by one of the major factors in e-learning failure. For this 

reason, and despite the temporal flexibility, we should consider that e-learning can be spaceless, 

but not timeless. 

Considering the time scarcity of the online learners, and the temporal flexibilities of the virtual 

campus, one of the major challenges of LLL is to balance the online learner’s time-on-task and 

the temporal flexibility. Students’ time-on-task should be considered within the work-life balance 

(WLB) objective.  

LLL under the work-life learning balance (WLLB) objective is the consideration of working and 

family arrangements and policies which assist citizens in combining their lifelong learning 

engagements with their employment and their social and family life. Traditionally, WLLB has 

been studied under the perspective of combining both professional and family lives, but the 

consideration of the need for a continuum of learning throughout life or Lifelong Learning (LLL) 

introduces a new variable in the balance equation that needs to be solved in order to avoid the 

failure cases related to lack of (qualitative) time for LLL. 

Distance Learners’ Work-Life Learning Balance (WLLB)  

WLLB involves a consideration of time as an individual resource within different social 

temporalities or rhythms. We introduce the different temporal frameworks; first, a traditional 

face-to-face student and the second, a distance learner’s WLLB; important differences between 

the professional, family, social and learning times are shown. 
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Figure 1. Face-to-face WLLB 
 

In Figure 1 we represent the WLLB in a context of face-to-face learning. In this situation, work, 

family/social and learning times are generally not overlapping in terms of time and space. When 

the learner devotes time for his/her learning activity in university, he/she could not combine at the 

same time professional and family life. The temporal patterns of the face-to-face learner tend to 

be mutually exclusive because of the different spaces where each of the activities is developed. 

Face-to-face students go to work at a well-defined place, attend university at another and spend 

time with their families and friends in a different, separate space. Commuting time between these 

different locations is also one of the activities where the face-to-face lifelong learners allocate 

part of their busy schedule.  

 
Figure 2. Distance education WLLB 

 

In the figure 2 and 3, we introduce the WLLB in the context of distance lifelong learners. In this 

situation, adult learners search for balancing their family/social and professional temporal pattern 

constraints with a distance learning flexible time that allows them to combine their different 

temporalities (Romero, 2010). In the context of distance education, the learning times could be 

included in the work and family/social context situation, introducing in some cases an overlap of 

temporal patterns.  
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Figure 3. Distance education and distance work WLLB 

 

If distance learners are also distance workers (figure 3), the residence of the adult lifelong learner 

is the main location for the three activities, allowing him/her to switch between them at the semae 

place, and consequently increasing the multitask opportunities (Allan & Lewis, 2009).  

Distance Learners’ Work-Life Learning Balance (WLLB)  

In the context of WLLB, we propose the analysis of the individual and social temporalities 

interdependence under the consideration of Self-Regulated Learning theories (Zimmerman & 

Schunk, 1989) in order to analyse the internal and external regulations of students’ time. 

In a distance learning situation, learners should regulate their academic learning times within the 

temporal flexibility margin of the learning activities proposed by the teacher, who must take into 

consideration the temporalities he considers in the course planning, the temporality of the 

information presentation and the frequency of interaction (Shi, Magjuka & Bonk, 2006). The time 

allocation and regulation competency is essential for distance learners’ evolving in a context of 

overlapping of the professional, family/social and learning times. In a distance learning context 

we can consider a reduction of the external temporal regulation, leading to an increase of the 

internal need for temporal regulation and flexibility.  

 
Figure 4. Face-to-face Work-Life Learning Balance  

external regulation of time use 
 

The figure 5 represents the need for a high degree of internal regulation in the context of time-

flexible distance education. A lower degree of external regulation allows a higher degree of 

temporal flexibility of the online learners, who should be able to regulate their time use across 
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their different work-life learning activities. In this context, distance learners with lower self 

regulatory competencies could fail to allocate the quantity and quality of time required by their 

academic activities. Quantity refers to the number of hours devoted to the learning task; quality 

refers to the cognitive state of the students that will limit their focus, intensity and continuity of 

attention on the task. The ability to avoid multitasking in distance learning situations is essential 

to maintain the focus and avoid the cognitive load and memory reduction of the multitask 

situations (Hembrooke & Gay, 2003).  

 
Figure 5. Distance education Work-Life Learning Balance 

 internal regulation of time use 
 

Time Regulation Competency of Distance Learners 

Online learners should develop a high capacity for self regulated learning because of the lower 

external regulation of the distance learning courses and activities. One of the self regulatory 

competencies the online learners should develop for succeeding in virtual campuses is the 

temporal regulation competency (usually referred under the popular term of time management). 

This concerns the learners’ competencies to plan his/her time-on-task, to set goals, to self regulate 

academic times in individual learning activities and regulate those of their teammates’ during 

collective online learning activities. The temporal regulation competency is essential because of 

the temporal flexibility of distance education (Thorpe, 2006) and the learners’ responsibility for 

allocating his/her academic time-on-task. In addition to these temporal regulation requirements 

we should consider the increase of the potential introduction of interruptions in the learning 

process caused by the spread of the ICTs in all the temporal spheres of the adult lifelong learners’ 

activities: the professional, the academic and the family/social spheres. The reason for the 

increase of learning time interruption could be the argumentation of the potential permeability of 

other social groups (family, professional groups, etc.) by the use of ICTs, therefore making 

everyone potentially available anytime for communication. In this regard, ICTs are blurring the 

frontier between the social spheres and allowing, e.g., to receive family messages in the 

professional context, but also to introduce the professional sphere in the family one (Tremblay & 

Genin, 2009). The capability to being focused despite the porosity between the different social 

groups in a context of increasingly potential multitasking, will be one of the key challenges of the 

adult lifelong learner to reach a balance between his/her professional activity, his/her family and 

social times and his/her achievement in distance learning activities. Developing the lifelong 

learners’ temporal regulation competencies should then be considered as one of the strategic 

objectives for the online universities while supporting their adult learners’ achievement and well-

being in the reach of the work-life learning balance.  
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