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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this descriptive paper was to explore and synthesize literature related to understanding modular learning 

and how it can be implemented effectively so faculty members embrace its use. An in-depth review of literature 

addressed topics including, Educational Theories supporting modular learning, the development of modular learning, 

and innovations in education and technology. Researchers analyzed language patterns used in the literature to develop 

a common language for and understanding of the concept. Analysis and recommendations as well as a proposed 

definition of modular learning are included.
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INTRODUCTION

“Change is the only constant in life.” These words spoken by 

Greek philosopher Heraclitus (535 BCE) still resonate in the 

minds of people dealing with the forces of change in the 

21st century.  Change is often initiated with a word or 

phrase to set the stage of what is to come.  Organizational 

decision-makers often introduce a change initiative with 

what is commonly called a “buzzword” to start the 

conversation. Often there is confusion on the meaning of 

buzzwords or concepts. Leaders of change may assume 

that everyone has a shared understanding of these words, 

but often this is a false assumption. For people to effectively 

embrace a change initiative, it is important to elucidate a 

deeper understanding of the words that frame the 

language of change and properly set the stage on which a 

change initiative is launched.  

Using the buzzwords to initiate change is a common 

organizational problem.  Chaudron (2013) succinctly 

describes the ill effect of “using buzzwords to initiate 

change as a whip saw effect that causes mass confusion 

among employees.  These buzzwords are often a 

technique applied with no clear focus as to the why, 

expected results, or return on investment”. Regardless of 

the nature of the business, every organization is 

bombarded with change based on the “word du'jeur.” 

Each and every organizational context has its own 

collection of buzzwords such as just-in-time, total quality, 

and empowerment. Because using buzzwords to initiate 

change is a common organizational problem that cuts 

across industries, this research project should be of interest 

and value to a wide audience in both the process to define 

a buzzword as well as how to share information with 

stakeholders to find higher levels of success in its 

implementation. 

One such buzzword being used within an online graduate 

program is modular learning.  While modular learning is at 

the heart of current change initiatives, currently, there is 

potential miscommunication among faculty and 

administrators on the meaning of the concept. It is 

important to reach a common definition regarding 

modular learning as the concept is being implemented.

In a larger context, researchers believe it is a worthy 

endeavor to investigate the thinking that underlies any term 

or phrase that is used to initiate and frame change.  The 

intent of this paper is to develop a greater understanding of 

the concept of modular learning as it applies to an online 

university seeking to improve and expand the learning 

process, and also to provide take-away lessons that can be 

applied in other change of initiatives.  Further, the intent of 

this paper is to emphasize the importance of creating a 
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shared, a common understanding of modular learning as 

a means for organizational members to better embrace 

the dynamics of change by reviewing the literature.  

The context for this change initiative is an online university, 

specifically a graduate business program. Academic and 

corporate leaders of this institution are seeking to optimize 

educational opportunities by modularizing the current 

academic curriculum. The aim is to improve the delivery of 

current academic courses for greater student success as 

well as supply employers with future employees who 

possess specific skills and knowledge required in various 

industries. The university hopes to reach out to prospective 

business-to-business partners who value in connecting with 

the online university to deliver professional training and 

development for their employees.  

Statement of the Problem

Often organizational change movements are initiated with 

a “buzzword”. The leader who begins a change process 

may have his or her own definition and ideas behind the 

buzzword, but it is unlikely that others share that knowledge 

and may have a different interpretation of what the word(s) 

mean. Simply, there is not common understanding of the 

buzzword terms. When this happens, it does not bode well 

for others to embrace the change effectively. This  paper 

will help to counter that issue by developing a strategic 

plan to elucidate supportive language patterns found in 

the literature so that greater common understanding is 

increased and embracing change is enhanced. 

Seeking language patterns to embrace change

The patterns of specific words can influence how 

individuals perceive a change. A single term or buzzword 

used to initiate change may be perceived to be universally 

understood, but often this is not the case.  For example, the 

full meaning of the buzzword “improving leadership” is 

impossible to convey and understand if this is how a 

leadership change initiative being is  introduced. The 

people who will be charged with developing and 

implementing “improved leadership” may be asking 

questions like: What type of leadership?. Servant 

leadership? Transformational leadership? Situational 

leadership? Leadership according to whom? Popular 

authors and speakers? Corporate gurus? Academic 

writers? Military authorities? Historical figures? Religious 

figures, etc. What is missing is a common understanding of 

the history, philosophy, and development on the concept 

of leadership. Unless the notion of leadership is supported 

with an investigation of the supportive language patterns 

found in thorough a review of the literature, then the 

likelihood of embracing this change initiative is doomed to 

flounder.

Gergen (1994) made significant contributions to the value 

and influence of language by seeking answers to the 

question of how people know what people know. Gergen 

contended that people create meaning together and so 

the idea of language becomes the creator of reality. 

Watkins & Mohr (2001) developed the Appreciative Inquiry 

(AI) approach that is based on the nature of how humans 

think and create language patterns that positively impact 

how people work together. This human interaction and 

relationship is created through the influence of language. 

Alexander(1979) suggested that, “The source of life which 

you create lies in the power of the language which you 

have”. The power of language creating social architecture 

and organizing people to work together for a common 

purpose is a lesson that directs the focus of this research 

endeavor. 

Based on this premise, it is a worthy endeavor for this  

project to take the first step. The research process begins 

with a review and examination of the literature to build a 

supportive structure of language patterns from noted 

authorities. It is through these insights that a common 

understanding of modular learning will be created, thereby 

increasing the opportunity for employees to more fully 

embrace and implement the change initiative. 

The purpose of this study was to research best practices 

and definitions of modular learning and analyze the 

literature to determine language patterns that exist within it. 

Objectives included creating a common definition for 

modular learning to be shared with all stakeholders, 

providing recommendations on how results can be 

applied as instructors implement modular learning and 

increasing effectiveness of its use, and to offer suggestions 

for future research.
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Review of the Literature 

For many generations the delivery of education was a 

teacher standing in front of students, who sitting at their 

desks, in uniform rows. The technology was a stick of white 

chalk and a slate blackboard on which the teacher would 

write the lessons for the day. The teacher was the 

disseminator of knowledge and the students were to 

function as sponges to soak up the learning as the best they 

could from what they saw on the blackboard or read from 

traditional textbooks. Innovations to this educational 

technology were often exemplified in the form of slight 

enhancements such as: a white board with colorful 

markers, an overhead projector, and most recently a Power 

Point projector. Even with those slight technology 

enhancements, the educational setting is often still the 

same; with teacher in the front of the room, students at their 

desks and everyone present at a specific place and time 

for education to take place. This has been true for children, 

as well as for adult learners. Many students do succeed in 

this educational setting while others do not. Good teachers 

can be incredibly effective in this setting, but is this the best 

context to form a learning environment for the future? Or, 

which are innovations in educational technology poised to 

redefine the classroom and make learning more relevant, 

more accessible, and more interactive so that the student 

or adult learners are more deeply engaged in an active 

learning environment.

Education is no longer dispensed in a traditional brick and 

mortar institution. Computer based training is becoming 

common place for professional adults and the technology 

is continually being enhanced. Yet, many adult learners 

can benefit from a blended learning environment of face 

to face meetings in concert with an electronic delivery 

system. The key is to explore how modular learning can 

serve as an educational approach to build a strategic plan 

with the result of empowering learners to achieve 

academic and professional success. It is crucial to create 

a share foundational understanding of key terms in order 

for all the organizational members to embrace change on 

common ground.  

Educational theories supporting modular learning

Many companies, including Starbucks, Jiffy-Lube, and Wal-

Mart, are offering courses in-house in order to teach skills 

and information to employees, which provide just-in-time 

learning that many institutions of higher learning aren't or 

cannot currently offer. Globally, corporate universities are 

popular choices for teaching skills to employees which is  

necessary to succeed in business and move up within 

organizations by improving their business and leadership 

skills. Universities have accepted these corporate courses 

toward degrees, which is changing the way as 

corporations and universities are interacting (Connell, 

2013). With an increase in acceptance of alternative ways 

to offer college credits, institutions of higher learning are 

examining how courses are offered and how to appeal to 

a broader educational base than simply to those entering 

formal degree programs. This has paved the way for 

modular learning in formal and informal academic 

settings. 

The shift in the past several years has moved from Teacher-

led Curriculum to Student-Centered curriculum, which has 

shifted the focus on the knowledge, skills, and 

competencies which students have when exiting a course 

or program as well as changed the process of course 

design (Donnelly and Fitzmaurice, as cited in O'Neill, 

Moore, and McMullin, 2005). Modular learning is the 

approach where the focus is on learning outcomes, and its 

success relies on connecting outcomes to student learning 

and course design.  These areas combine to make a 

course constructively aligned as discussed by Biggs (1999). 

In order for curriculum to be constructively aligned, it is 

important to define learning outcomes, to determine 

learning and teaching outcomes that lead to successful 

realization of appropriately assessed student outcomes 

(Biggs, 1999).

Donnelly and Fitzmaurice (as cited in O'Neill, Moore, and 

McMullin, 2005) “suggest that academic staff can begin 

the process not by focusing on the content of the module 

and also how they intend to teach it, rather by focusing on 

the quality of learning that can be achieved by their 

students”. Creating modules takes commitment, time, and 

a systematic approach, which includes rationale for the 

module, appropriate design and development and an 

evaluation process, in order to find success in their 
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implementation.  

Andragogy 

Historically, pedagogy, is literally translated to “the art and 

science of teaching children”, and has been associated 

with how to teach children most effectively, while 

andragogy, translated to “the art and science of teaching 

men or adults”, has been associated with how to teach 

adults most effectively (Davenport, 1987, p. 5). Knowles 

(1980) stated that distinct differences in learning and 

motivation that adults posses when compared to children 

including: the need to know why they are learning 

something before they learn it, being self-directed and 

responsible for their learning, being a rich source of 

information based on their experiences, focusing on what is 

relevant to their lives and careers, enjoying problem-

centered learning, and possessing internal motivation in 

order to learn.  Many argued that there are areas of 

andragogy that can and should be used with children. So 

Day and Baskett (1982) concluded that andragogy should 

be used as an inquiry-based learning and teaching 

paradigm at all levels when appropriate, just as pedagogy 

should be used to teach at all levels when appropriate.   

Hughes (2002) supported the discussion by stating that 

instructional leaders should focus on the unique needs of 

learners, provide higher levels of interaction with learners, 

and shift responsibility to learners as much as possible.  

Rachel (2002), stated that androgogy supported the 

sympathetic to the view that as much of the spirit of 

andragogy as possible should infuse adult learning 

situations” (p. 224). 

Additional concepts that must be added to andragogical 

approaches include metacognition, constructivism, and 

authentic experiences.  Metacognition is an approach to 

learning whereby learners think about their thinking.  

Learners self-monitor, self-assess, and self-correct their 

strategies to learning as necessary throughout a given 

learning process (Ridley, Schutz, Glanz, & Weinstein, 1992; 

Schraw, 1998).  Authentic experiences provide an 

opportunity for learners to practice new knowledge and 

skills in a setting related closely to the context in which they 

will use them, such as a simulation.  Brown, Collins and 

Duguid (1989) discuss the importance of learning in a 

context that is “in part, a product of the activity, context, 

and culture in which it is developed and used” (p. 32).  All of 

these approaches should be taken into consideration 

when developing online learning modules in post-

secondary, as well as corporate, settings.  

Understanding how adults learn is especially important in 

an online learning environment as the face-to-face 

element provided in most brick-and-mortar institutions is 

often absent. However, thoughtfully considering what is 

needed in such environments can create environments 

where learning is deeper and more successful.  

Constructivist learning and andragogy forces designers of 

online learning courses to focus on personalizing content 

for adult learners as well as provide opportunities for 

reflection, metacognition, and authentic learning 

(Dobrovolny, 2006; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Sutherland, 

1997).  Dobrovolny (2006) found that course designers, in 

order to find the highest levels of success, “must evaluate 

all their courses in terms of how well they facilitate and 

support metacognition” (p. 167).  All of these areas 

combine to lead course developers to acknowledge the 

need to address the different learning styles and paces of 

adult learners, which have lead to an increase in using 

modular learning in online settings.  This allows students to 

learn at their own pace while achieving specified 

outcomes, proven through a variety of assessments and 

evaluation techniques.    

Donnelly and Fitzmaurice (as cited in O'Neill, Moore, and 

McMullin, 2005) state that the following areas should be 

considered in any modular design in order to increase the 

chances for deeper learning:

 “Sustained interaction with content and others;

 Relating new ideas to previous knowledge;

 Providing explicit explanations and a clear knowledge 

base to students;

 Structuring in a reasonable student workload;

 Providing opportunities for students to pursue topics in 

depth so that they can understand the material for 

themselves;

 Ensuring an appropriate formative and summative 

assessment strategy” (p. 102).
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The Development of Modular Learning

Modular learning arranges information in a way that 

presents points in an intelligent way, and it can be 

individualized according to learners' needs. Traditional 

course frameworks generally present information 

sequentially, and the perception by the learner is one of 

monotony. Traditional courses often intersperse quizzes 

after some prescribed reading or lecturing is offered. 

Modular courses tend to use learning objects that are more 

closely related to a holistic approach to information, often 

including a problem oriented approach (Tseng, Su, Hwang, 

Hwang, Tsai, & Tsai, 2008).

Sahin (2009) explained that problem-based learning 

involves teaching how to resolve problems that exist in the 

real world through experiential learning. It is often 

accomplished through the use of scenarios. In a Peruvian 

study of problem based learning using a modular structure 

to teach physics through scenarios, students developed an 

unfavorable view of the modular approach after having 

exposure to it in introductory physics classes. The 

unfavorable view appeared to arise because students felt 

that the instruction of physics is best accomplished through 

memorization of material that the learner gets from texts 

and instructor knowledge. Any favorable view the students 

expressed solely centered on how physics was connected 

to real life, and how it connects to other subjects like math. 

While some confounding variables may have been 

present (e.g. course load, grading variations, etc.) the 

findings were significant.

Dochy (1989) explained that modular learning's most 

important consideration is the student. The author 

explained that learners want a more individualized 

approach to the course content so that his/her prior 

knowledge and personal characteristics are taken into 

account. Further, modularization will generally allow a 

student to learn at his or her own pace. By definition, an 

appropriate pace may allow the learner to skip modules if 

they already know the material. Offering pre-tests for each 

module is therefore a critical element to modularization. If 

the student achieves a passing score, they may skip the 

section. If he or she does not taken the section, a post test is 

administered. Only upon successful completion can the 

student continue on with the next module in the course. 

Douchy pointed out that modular learning is often best 

achieved through computer based courses.

Khan (2011) has found success in creating and offering 

online modular packages to help students to become a 

master in multitude of subjects. The Khan Academy has a 

library of over 4300 videos designed to tutor students 

through specific learning objectives and offers an example 

of the individualized approach discussed by Dochy (1989). 

Students do not complete the learning objectives until they 

can demonstrate 100% mastery. In a pilot program offered 

in California, teachers in elementary grades used the 

Academy's resources to help children to master their math 

skills. In the pilot, as well as other venues, students are able 

to learn specific subject matter, to get tutoring, to see how 

they are doing in their objectives along the way,to  

understand how their knowledge base integrates with the 

subject matter in a larger picture, and earn badges in 

areas they have mastered. The pilot also allowed teachers 

to visualize where students were having difficulties as well as 

where they were currently working. The use of the online 

learning modules allowed students to proceed at their own 

pace while receiving help at critical junctures through 

online or on-ground tutors who have already mastered the 

knowledge areas. The Khan Academy offers modules in 

three forms which are through formal programs, often 

involved with public schools; through supplements to 

formal educational offerings; or as stand-alone, self-

paced tutorials. 

Gahutu (2010) studied modular learning as it applied to a 

physiology course at the National University of Rwanda. 

Students reported that they learned best when the 

teaching was less theoretical, and they could work through 

material using practical classes and demonstrations. 

However, to make the problem based approach 

successfull, they need a greater access to outside 

materials that might be available through the library and 

the Internet. Overall, the Rawandan students reported 

greater satisfaction with the modular, self directed 

approach to learning than with the more traditional style 

previously used in the classroom.

In a study done at an American Community College and a 
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regional university, Wenner. Burn, and Baer (2011) 

demonstrated that students did better in remedial math 

courses when the math was taught using the context of 

application to geoscience. The researchers compared 

two types of remedial math courses, one that used a 

traditional approach, and one using the applied math 

typical in a modular course. Wenner et al. found the 

modular approach in a remedial math course was 

successful, but that the success “hinges less on institution 

type, course characteristics, number of quantitative 

concepts covered, or grading stakes and more on 

instructional methods that lead to higher levels of student 

participation and completion”. Beneficial instructor 

participation included appropriate introduction to the 

modules and instructions on how to navigate testing sites 

and the learning management system. It was also shown to 

be important that instructors reinforced the adequacy of 

the modules in helping the students pass the post module 

quizzes. This positivity helped students feel better about 

themselves, their performance, and their chances for 

success; thereby motivating them to complete the 

modules. Finally, when instructors made the connection 

between the math being learned and its relevancy to real 

problems, students tended to complete modules more 

readily. 

Innovations in Education and Technology

st Cross (1998) strongly suggest that emergence into the 21

century is a watershed moment in Educational Technology 

that provides an abundance of predictions that offer 

optimism for new directions and innovations in teaching 

and learning. Cross believes that, “the power to drive 

education will shift back onto the campus and away from 

outside sources like legislatures and accrediting agencies. 

People will conclude that good, strong education is run 

from inside—not from outside the institution”.  

This precept adds credibility and relevance to the purpose 

of this paper for two reasons.  The first is that current 

technology is highly advanced, accessible, user friendly, 

and cost effective. The evidence is obvious to see when an 

ever increasing number of today's students are digital 

natives who intrinsically see electronic computing devices 

as a desirable way to explore, discover, and learn. 

Additionally the adult learner is now accustomed to 

computer based training and the motivational advantage 

of learning in an asynchronous mode.   Secondly, the 

power in the promise that changes will be fostered and 

embraced from within the educational organization.  

Creative thinking, collaboration, and decision making will 

be conducted by the educators who will also be 

responsible for the implementation and delivery of new 

educational platforms. This is becoming more evident in 

higher education and the shift to a growing online learning 

delivery system that is responsive to the needs of the 

learner. 

The mere notion of equipping students with a laptop 

computer falls short of delivering a sound approach to 

learning. It is the task of educators to create active learning 

activities so that students can meet benchmarked 

outcomes, strengthen specific competencies, and 
stbecome prepared to address the demands of the 21  

century workplace.  Educators must heed the advice from 

noted researchers (Shepard, 2003; Laurillard, 2002; Powell, 

Wright, Newland, Creed, and Logan, 2008), who argue that 

students watching a computer video presentation does 

not ensure that the learner is engaged and properly 

interacting with the medium in order to reinforce the 

learning process.  Just because the technology teaching 

tool is used does not mean that the student is actively 

learning. Innovations in educational technology are not the 

singular answer.  Rather a thoughtful learning approach is 

required that enables learners to engage in a variety of 

different learning styles which increases an individual's 

ability to transfer information to long term memory.  

Indeed, is the intent of this paper is to demonstrate the 

importance of leveraging electronic delivery of education 

based on sound concepts and theory on how adults learn.  

The technology is present and evolving. What is missing 

from the profession of teaching. According to Cross (1998), 

technology is “the ability to advance the teaching 

profession through a shared base of knowledge about 

human learning”. The purpose of paper is designed to 

meet this challenge and develop a sound foundation 

based on understanding what modular learning is and how 

this approach can best serve adult learners.   
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Computer-Based Training (CBT) was nothing more that 

programmed instruction that simply is the identified steps to 

follow in standard procedures. Currently CBT has become 

more individualized allowing the learner to work through the 

learning material at their own pace. The technology in 

delivering computer-based training improved in concert 

with a better understanding of how people learn. 

Not everyone learns best sitting in solitude at a computer 

terminal. Understandably there is high value in being 

present in a classroom with an instructor presenting 

concepts, responding to questions, and nurturing the 

learning process. In the late 1990s a term was coined to 

address this concern of computer-based training. The 

result was a concept which is called as blended learning. A 

blend of the best elements found in a traditional brick and 

mortar classroom (brick) coupled with the best elements 

found in e-learning (click). The blended learning 

environment of brick and click capitalized on the best of 

both educational delivery methods (McSporran & King, 

2005; Sitzman & Ely, 2009).

Research Methodology

Meta-Analysis

The purpose of meta-analysis is to allow the researcher to 

make a significant contribution to knowledge and 

understanding (Schreiber, Crooks, & Stern, 1997). The 

approach of this research study is to utilize a qualitative 

meta-analysis methodology with the purpose to make a 

contribution to the knowledge and understanding of 

modular learning. This type of approach is based on a 

systematic process for synthesizing and summarizing the 

results advanced by other. Developing a thorough review 

of literature and content analysis on modular learning 

advances the investigation on the statement of the 

problem. According to Singleton & Straits (1990) a meta-

analysis methodology is appropriate to uncover insights 

f rom previous work and studies. Ut i l iz ing this 

methodological approach will add value to understanding 

the concept of modularization in this research study.

Data collection in meta-analysis uses multiple and 

complementary information in exploring the body of 

literature. This is accomplished by investigating the body of 

literature on modular learning from three different aspects. 

The three aspects are given by, 

·Educational theories and concept supporting Modular 

Learning.

· The Development of Modular Learning.

· Innovations in education and technology.  

This approach is designed to expand the review of literature 

beyond the phrase of modular learning to other relevant, 

related, and supportive subjects. Data evaluation in meta-

analysis is conducted by coding responses or insights that 

strengthen understanding of modular learning.  Coding 

and identification of stronger language patterns from the 

review of literature is enhanced by utilizing NVivo, 

(qualitative data analysis computer software) produced by 

QSR International, to assist the evaluation of the data.

Coding through NVivo

The first step was to conduct a thorough review of the 

literature to expose a greater understanding of the breadth 

and depth of modular learning. Once this general 

informational data was gathered, the researchers 

conducted a more refined coding of language patterns to 

add greater support and clarity to the understanding of 

modular learning. Managing qualitative data generated 

from numerous insights by recognized authors in the 

literature begins with a meticulous and rigorous process to 

explore and discover significant themes and language 

patterns to strengthen a deeper understanding of modular 

learning. 

It is worthy to note that the coding process is iterative. 

Proficiency in coding is central to conducting qualitative 

analysis. The researchers are proficient in coding 

qualitative data and have demonstrated competency in 

other published research papers. The researchers remain 

cognizant and adhere to proper open proper coding 

procedure as set by Singleton and Straits (1999),  and 

Creswell (1998).  

Initial open coding permitted an unrestricted coding 

approach during the initial pass through the literature 

review section. Subsequent passes were made and the 

review of literature was read and recorded in order to 

expose more detail and clarity to the emerging themes in 

the language patterns related to modular learning. Codes 
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modified as sections from the review of literature were 

further analyzed with additional refinements made and 

applied to previous coding iterations. Provisional labeling of 

the language patterns regarding modular learning 

identified ten general categories of language patterns, 

which were refined and reduced to five.

Data Analysis

The intent on the first coding pass was to simply identify key 

language patterns that emerged from the noted authors.  

This first pass generated such 412 language patterns. This 

was done based on the premise that the patterns of 

specific words used in language can influence how 

people perceive the reality with greater understanding. The 

notion that change is often initiated with a single buzzword, 

such as “modular learning”, and the purpose of this project 

was to identify and code supportive language patterns 

based on the notion of modular learning in order to 

embrace the change more effectively. 

The intent of the second coding pass was to attach 

provisional labels on general categories that emerged. 

Identifying these general categories started with all 

researchers openly discussing and confirming placement 

of language patterns. It is worthy to note that utilizing the 

NVivo computer software allowed researchers to code in a 

reliable and efficient manner which permitted refinements 

to be added later. The second coding pass permitted the 

researchers to reveal the following general categories with 

provisional labels as given by,

·Similarities between traditional and modular learning.

·Distinguishing modular from traditional learning.

·Role of designers developing modules.

·Role of the teacher in effectively implementing 

modular learning.

·Evidence of change and innovation.

Due to the significant and large quantity of supportive 

language patterns identified in each category, the next 

challenge in the data analysis process was to distill and 

refine understanding to produce more useful take away 

components. Those components will serve as useful 

lessons for other organizational members to use while 

further implementing modular learning development and 

change. The key objective of this research was to develop 

a greater understanding of modular learning so that others 

can gain a deeper understanding of modular learning and 

more comfortably embrace change. 

A third coding pass was conducted to advance the 

distillation of key lessons. It was recognized that the data 

analysis process at this point was more difficult. The coding 

process to synthesize language into focused and succinct 

summary patterns takes time and deliberate care. The task 

was to stay true to what the researchers stated in the 

literature while being conscious to articulate and refine the 

language that will elucidate a deeper understanding of 

modular learning. The third coding pass in analyzing the 

data generated for qualitative elements of deeper 

understanding is shown in Table 1.  

This refinement of the language patterns emanating from 

the literature concluded the data analysis of this study. As 

qualitative researchers, there was great appreciation of the 

responsibility to construct a thorough study and to 

accurately assess and identify the significant language 

patterns found in the literature that illuminated greater 

understanding of modular learning. The researchers are 

confident that this study builds on Creswell's (1998) 

definition of qualitative research by noting it as a “process 

of understanding based on distinct methodological 

traditions that explore a social or human problem, and that 

the researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, through 

the analysis of words, reports, and other relevant artifacts” .

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Future Research

This research study was intended for the direct application 

to the organization for implementing modular learning as 

well as other institutions undergoing change initiatives using 

specific buzzwords and/or change initiatives. Indeed, the 

impetus to write this paper began when the 2013 modular 

learning initiative was first announced within the 

organization. As employees, educators, and researchers, 

we wanted to contribute to the success of modular 

learning in the education of our academic learners and for 

the employees of our business-to-business partners.  

The results of the data analysis will be presented to 

management within the organization and include 

recommendations for providing the following:
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1) A common definition of modular learning;

2) Guidelines for developers related to course design;

3) Guidelines for instructors on how to effectively 

implement modular learning;

4) Discussion of the influence of innovation and change 

research as the organization implements modular 

learning.

Additional recommendations include discussing ideas for 

Category Quantity of 
language 
pattern 
evidence

Qualitative refinement of the  language 
pattern evidence

Similarities 
between 
traditional 
and modular 
learning 

65 ·Moved from student-led curriculum 

·Determine learning and teaching outcomes 
for success; determine how to appropriately 
assess student outcomes; achieving specific 
outcomes and/or competencies; students 
learn specific subject matter; formative and 
summative assessments; present information 
in interesting ways; 

·Pedagogy; andragogy; teaching adults most 
effectively; differences in learning and 
motivation that adults possess; creative 
thinking, collaboration, and decision-making 
is encouraged; 

Learner gets information from texts and 
instructor knowledge; student relate learning 
to objectives; learner integrates knowledge 
base and subject matter; can be individualized.

65 ·Just-in-time learning;Distinguishing 
modular from 
traditional 
learning

·Individualized learning; engages different 
learning styles; meet the needs of the learner 
where they are;
·Student accountability and responsibility;

·Self-initiated; self-paced; self-directed; 
self-assessed; self-corrected;

·Stand-alone, problem-based tutorials;

·Change university and business-to-business 
interaction; appeal to broader educational 
market;
·Holistic view of subject matter; authentic 
experiences; technologically enhanced;

High value on pre/post-tests; students practice 
specific skills; easier for teacher to assess 
student progress/challenges;
Learners have an individualized approach to 
course content; prior knowledge and personal 
characteristics are taken into account.

Student is the focus, not content or how it is 
taught; focus on unique needs of learners; shift 
responsibility to learners as much as possible; 
personalize content for adult learners; address 
learning styles and learning pace of adults; 
students need to know why they are learning 
something before they learn it; 

·Role of 
designers 
developing 
modules

26

·Design takes commitment, time, and 
systematic approach;

·Focus on learning and teaching outcomes; 
rationale for module; focus on knowledge, skills, 
and competencies students have when exiting 
a course or program; connect outcomes to 
student learning and course design; take prior 
knowledge and personal characteristics into 
account;
·Course should be constructively aligned, use 
appropriate formative and summative 
assessments;

·Provide clear explanations and knowledge 
base to students; present points in intelligent 
way; include reasonable workload, provide 
introduction to modules and process to 
navigate system;

Simulations; demonstrations 

·Metacognition, facilitate and support it; 
authentic learning; reflection; use active 
learning activities; use badges in mastery 
areas; infuse andragogy as much as possible; 
Scenarios; problem-based learning; teach 
employability skills; 

·Provide explicit explanations and clear 
knowledge base to students; provide 
opportunities to pursue topics in depth; 
individualize; provide instructional methods that 
lead to higher levels of participation and 
completion; being a rich source of information 
based on experiences; focus on relevant 
information; interact at high levels; 

Good strong education is run from inside, not 
outside, the institution; increasing number of 
students are digital natives; accustomed to 
computer-based training; watching a computer 
video presentation does not ensure that the 
learner is engaged and properly interacting; 
just because the technology teaching tool is 
playing does not mean that the student is 
actively learning; not everyone learns best 
sitting in solitude at a computer terminal.

·technology is present and evolving; 21st 
century is a watershed moment in educational 
technology; abundance of predictions that 
offer optimism for new directions and 
innovations in teaching and learning

Evidence of 
change and 
innovation 

24

·changing the way corporations and universities 
are interacting; accepted these corporate 
courses toward degrees; 

·the power to drive education will shift back 
onto the campus; People will conclude that 
good, strong education is run from inside—not 
from outside the institution; changes will be
 fostered and embraced from within the 
educational organization

·paved the way for modular learning; lead to 
an increase in using modular learning in online 
settings; changed the process of course design; 

·shift to a growing online learning delivery 
system that is responsive to the needs of the 
learner; importance of leveraging electronic 
delivery of education based on sound 
concepts and theory on how adults learn; 
moved from teacher-led curriculum to student-
centered curriculum;

Innovations in educational technology are not 
the singular answer; thoughtful learning 
approach is required

Table 1. Data analysis including categories 
and language patterns

·Focus on quality of learning; create 
environments where creative thinking, 
collaboration, and decision-making are 
implemented and delivered; assist learners; 
positivity; motivating students to complete 
modules; link relevancy of materials to real 
problems; shift responsibility to learners as much 
as possible; create environments where 
learning is deeper and more successful;

Role of the 
teacher in 
effectively 
implementing 
modular learning 

36
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the next phase of this research and future areas for 

research and exploration for others.

Conclusions

This research consisted of a qualitative meta-analysis of 

language patterns in the literature related to modular 

learning, by analyzing the language patterns. This 

qualitative analysis process will help organizational 

members to gain a greater common understanding of 

modular learning.  This knowledge will better enable them 

to embrace change more effectively as other members 

continue the process of developing and implementing 

modularized courses.  

Recommendations

Leaders often initiate change that other stakeholders are 

charged with implementing. Sometimes these changes 

are not well understood because the lexicon used to 

initiate change is not adequately defined or understood. In 

all instances of organizational change, the approach used 

in this research is to identify, define and understand the 

common language patterns which can be a useful 

approach prior to embarking on the changes of leaders 

envision. Specifically, in the case of modular learning, 

leaders in educational venues would be well served if they 

were able to define exactly what modular learning is and 

how it can, or should, be implemented effectively. 

Working definition of modular learning

Therefore, the researchers propose the following definition 

for modular learning to be used by the organization in order 

to provide a common understanding of its use as given by,

Modular learning is a student-centered, andragogical 

approach where outcomes are achieved by breaking 

down a body of knowledge into its individual components. 

Learners are able to utilize prior knowledge to assess what 

information is known and complete modules related to 

areas that still need to be learned.  Students must 

demonstrate mastery over relevant outcomes and 

competencies within each module in order to move 

forward, which shifts greater responsibility to the student as 

their learning becomes self-initiated, self-paced, and self-

monitored. Technological advances, combined with a 

modular learning approach, help students prepare, 

practice, and perform appropriate skills and become 

more insightful decision-makers and leaders in both 

academic and professional settings (Friestad-Tate, 

Hancock, and McCoy, 2013).

Guidelines for course developers 

As with any change initiative, it is important for leaders of 

change to take a systematic approach that allows 

common understanding of key terms to be understood by 

all.  This may take added time, but the extra effort is a 

worthy endeavor. For developers of modular learning 

curriculum it is crucial to reinforce the focus on the unique 

needs of the learner, their learning style, and the pace of 

learning which is most often self-initiated.  Emphasis should 

be placed on why the learning needs to take place with 

clear explanations of workloads, instructions, and process 

to navigate through simulations, demonstrations, and 

videos. Strong and effective education is executed from 

the inside, not outside, the institution.  It must be recognized 

that an increasing number of students are digital natives 

who are accustomed to computer-based training.  

However the developers of modular learning curriculum 

must not be complacent. They need to be aware that 

when a student watches a computer video presentation in 

a module, we can not assure that the student is truly 

engaged and properly interacting. Just because the 

technology teaching tool is running, does not mean that 

the student is actively learning; not everyone learns best 

sitting in solitude at a computer terminal.  Educational 

developers need to ensure that modular learning courses 

are designed, developed, and implemented properly.   

Guidelines for instructors

The instructor's role in modular learning shifts from the 

disseminator of knowledge to that of a coach and 

facilitator, who assists learners, positively motivating 

students to complete modules, directs learners to 

supportive resources, and links relevancy of learning 

objectives to real world context.  The instructor reinforces 

the precepts of modular learning with an active learning 

environment of problem-based scenarios that will teach 

skills which organizations are seeking from employees.  A 

modular learning curriculum will demand that instructors 

adopt a paradigm shift. Proper and ongoing faculty 
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development must be in place as it is crucial that instructors 

should be successful educators for modular learning to be 

successful for students.  

Change and innovation

A leader may initiate change, but it is the responsibility of 

organizational stakeholders to implement change 

processes over time.  There is high value in taking a step 

back to investigate the literature and exposing a deeper 

understanding of the buzzwords leaders use to initiate 

change, as that increases the ability to embrace 

organizational change more effectively. 

While there is an acceptance in the use of technology, 

which has paved the way for modular learning, it is 

important to note that modular learning can be successful 

using any delivery method.  Modular learning can serve as 

an effective tool in an online educational setting as a 

means to help students most effectively utilize their time 

and knowledge toward achieving goals.

Modular learning has been in practice for many decades, 

but at this moment there exists an incredible opportunity to 

the remarkable learning process with the power of 

exploding technological innovation. As educators and 

researchers in a leading online university, educators are 

poised to offer contributions to the next “Gutenberg” or 

“printing press” moment in education, which captures the 

dramatic way human thinking produces a revolutionary 

movement. The original “Gutenberg moment”, which took 

hundreds of years, created the mass production of books, 

lower unit cost, democratized ownership of knowledge, 

and assured consistency and quality in transferring 

knowledge.  Today, the innovation and impact of change 

has accelerated exponentially.  Modular learning coupled 
stwith technological innovations of the 21  century may 

produce the next “printing press” moment. 

Future Research

While this study is a first step, it is important to continue 

investigating research related to defining modular 

learning, examining effective organizational change, and 

exploring connections between modular learning and 

flipped instruction which would be worthwhile endeavors.  

A next step would be to examine how modular learning is 

currently being developed within the organization and to 

identify the alignment of language patterns being 

developed in new modular curriculum with those 

discovered in this meta-analysis study.
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