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“There's No Need to Drive from A to B”: 
Exploring the Lived Experience of Students and Lecturers  

with Digital Learning in Higher Education

Andreas Gegenfurtner* Nina Schwab* Christian Ebner*

In many rural regions worldwide, people drive by car or ride a bus to travel to 
distant cities in which educational training programs are offered. In an era of 
growing digitalization of higher education and adult training, however, learning 
environments become increasingly accessible online. Students can thus access digital 
learning material or attend technology-enhanced training classes from virtually any 
place worldwide. This increasing ubiquity of training–together with the geographical 
flexibility afforded by blended distance learning in the form of learning centers, 
webinars, or virtual courses–reduces the need for automotive mobility in rural 
regions. The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of nontraditional 
students and their lecturers associated with this reduced need for mobility. Grounded 
in Gibson’s theory of affordances and an interest in the narrative interpretations of 
lived experience, the study reports qualitative analyses of reflective interview data 
on how trainees and lecturers experience flexible and ubiquitous synchronous and 
asynchronous technology-enhanced training programs. Implications of the study for 
theory development and the practical implementation of digital training for non-
traditional students in rural regions are discussed. 

In vielen ländlichen Regionen weltweit nehmen Menschen den Bus oder das Auto, 
um zu Städten zu gelangen, in denen Bildungsangebote und Trainings programme 
angeboten werden. In einer Zeit wachsender Digitalisierung werden Lernumgebungen 
und Weiterbildungen jedoch zunehmend auf Online-Plattformen zugänglich 
gemacht. Studierende haben so Zugang zu digitalem Lernmaterial oder können an 
technologiebasierten Veranstaltungen von jedem Ort weltweit partizipieren. Diese 
wachsende ubiquitäre Verfügbarkeit von Bildung ‒ zusammen mit einer geographischen 
Flexibilität, die Blended Learning in Form von LernCentern, Webkonferenzen und 
virtuellen Kursen ermöglicht ‒ reduziert die Notwendigkeit von (Auto-)Mobilität in 
vielen ländlichen Regionen. Der Zweck dieser Studie war, die Erfahrungen von nicht-
traditionellen Studierenden und deren Dozierenden hinsichtlich reduzierter mobiler 
Anforderungen zu explorieren. Basierend auf Gibsons Theory of Affordances und einem 
Forschungsinteresse in der narrativen Interpretation lebensumweltlicher Erfahrung 
berichtet die Studie qualitative Analysen von reflexivem Interviewmaterial, das beschreibt, 
wie Teilnehmende und Dozierende die flexiblen, ubiquitär verfügbaren, synchron und 
asynchron angebotenen Weiterbildungsangebote wahrnehmen. Implikationen der Studie 
werden diskutiert hinsichtlich Theorieentwicklung und der praktischen Implementierung 
digitaler Bildung für nicht-traditionelle Studierende in ländlichen Regionen.

Digitalization, training, theory of affordances, higher education, narrative analysis

Digitalisierung, Weiterbildung, Theory of Affordances, Hochschulbildung, narrative 
Analyse.
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1. Introduction

In many rural regions worldwide, people drive 
by car or ride a bus to travel to distant cities 
in which educational training programs are 
offered. In an era of ever-growing digitalization 
of higher education and adult training [1‒7], 
however, training materials become increasingly 
available online. Participants can thus access 
digital learning material or attend technology-
enhanced training classes from virtually any 
place worldwide [8‒13]. This increasing 
ubiquity of learning and training, together with 
high levels of geographical flexibility afforded 
by distance learning in the form of learning 
centers, webinars, or virtual courses [14‒20] 
have decreased the need for automotive mobility 
in rural regions and increased participation in 
educational activities [13, 21‒27]. The present 
study contributes to the qualitative evidence 
of how trainees and lecturers perceive and 
experience digital training in geographically 
rural regions. An analytic interest of the study 
lies in the lived experiences [28] of students with 
digital tools and their associated affordances. 

1.1. Affordances of digital tools
In his seminal work on how humans perceive 
the world, James J. Gibson [29] introduced the 
notion of an affordance. Affordances refer to 
both the environment and humans, and imply 
a complementarity of humans and objects they 
perceive. For example, a chair affords sitting-
on-it if one is tired or standing-on-it if one needs 
to reach for something high or hiding-beneath-
it when children play. According to Gibson’s 
theory of affordances, objects have no single 
use or objective “values” or “meanings”; rather, 
it depends on individual subjective perceptions 
of humans how objects in their environment 
are experienced and used. For instance, 
depending on the situation, smartphones afford 
communication when we call each other; they 
afford photography when we take pictures or 

selfies; and they afford mass when we need to 
weigh down a sheet of paper in order to prevent 
it from being blown off the table on a windy 
day outdoors. Different objects can offer the 
same affordances to people [29, 30]. In digital 
learning, different technological tools–such 
as desktop computers, smartphones, tablets, 
or wearables–all offer the possibility to seek 
and retrieve information. It is thus reasonable 
to focus on how people perceive objects and 
to focus on the mutual affordances in the 
interaction between tools and people [30, 31]. 
Gibson [29, p. 134] wrote: “The theory of 
affordances rescues us from the philosophical 
muddle of assuming fixed classes of objects, 
each defined by its common features and then 
given a name. As Ludwig Wittgenstein knew, 
you cannot specify the necessary and sufficient 
features of the class of things to which a name is 
given. They have only a ‘family resemblance’. 
But this does not mean you cannot learn how 
to use things and perceive their uses. You do 
not have to classify and label things in order to 
perceive what they afford.”

If we follow Gibson’s theory of affordances 
[29], then an interest arises in how people 
perceive and experience technological tools and 
systems. More specifically, it is interesting to 
focus on the lived experiences people have with 
digital media and objects as they use them. Such 
a focus foregrounds the subjective nature of 
human experience and highlights how (digital) 
objects are utilized; what different tools afford 
to people; and how technology is lived with and, 
ultimately, mediates human practices. 

In research on technology-enhanced learning, 
many authors have shared an interest in the lived 
experiences of learners and how affordances 
emerge in and shape learning situations 
[32‒36]. For example, Cornelius [15] adopted 
a phenomenological lens to analyze transcripts 
from four qualitative, semi-structured interviews 
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with experienced facilitators who used webinars 
in UK higher education institutions. Reflecting 
on their experiences, all four interviewees 
described teaching with webinars as “intense” 
and “demanding” and how they planned, 
encouraged, and facilitated interaction during 
the webinar sessions. Such analyses on how 
lecturers engage with digital tools are useful 
because they inform us in how the affordances 
of virtual learning arrangements intersect with 
subjective meaning-makings and attempts at 
creating interactive learning scenarios in the 
digital. 

The present study contributes to this line 
of research by focusing on how people in 
a rural region perceive the affordances of 
distance learning tools. Technology–or more 
specifically: digital learning formats–offers a 

unique opportunity for people in rural regions to 
participate in education and training that would 
otherwise be hard (or even impossible) to get 
access to because of the sheer distance between 
homes and educational institutions. What are 
the lived experiences of students and lecturers 
in rural regions when they participate in digital, 
technology-enhanced training formats?

1.2. Digital, technology-enhanced training 
formats
Because digital training programs vary 
greatly, it is reasonable to consider the lived 
experiences people have with a number of 
different technology-enhanced training formats. 
Among frequently used digital formats for 
adult training and higher education are learning 
centers, webinars, and virtual courses. Each tool 
is specified in turn. Table 1 offers a descriptive 
summary.

Advantage Disadvantage

Learning center
Direct social interaction with 
peers and lecturers,  
synchronous communication

Temporal inflexibility,  
traveling to physical environment 
needed

Webinar Synchronous communication, 
ubiquity

Temporal inflexibility,  
internet connectivity needed

Virtual course
Asynchronous communication, 
individual learning at one’s own 
pace, temporal flexibility, ubiquity 

No direct social interaction with 
peers or lecturers, temporally 
delayed communication, internet 
connectivity needed

Table 1: Description of digital learning environments

First, learning centers are traditional face-to-face 
classrooms in geographically distant training 
centers that are connected by video streams. 
Lectures and discussions are thus synchronously 
available in and distributed across two or more 
different places. On monitors, lecturers can 
observe and react to trainees even if they are 
not in the same room with them [20]. Learning 
centers afford social presence and direct 
interaction between trainees and between trainees 
and lecturers–but at the cost of geographical 
flexibility [16]. This is because even if learning 
centers are installed in multiple rural locations, 
participants need to leave their workplace or 
their home and take a ride to attend classes. Still, 
although learning centers do not afford ubiquitous 
training, they still reduce the need for automotive 
mobility because participants can flexibly choose 

a learning center location that is in high proximity 
to their home or workplace [22]. 

Second, webinars and web conferencing systems 
are digital tools to deliver training through 
synchronous, audiovisual communication 
among remotely located training instructors and 
participants [13, 14, 37]. The digital availability 
of the webinar environment offers high levels 
of geographical independence for trainees and 
lecturers because rides by car, train, or bus 
to attend lectures in physical classrooms are 
unnecessary [22]. In recent years, webinars 
have attracted increasing attention for training 
and development purposes, largely because of 
their affordability to connect geographically 
distant members by offering real-time training 
communication [38, 39].
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Third, virtual courses afford the highest level of 
ubiquity, that is: the digital learning materials are 
accessible from anywhere and are not contingent 
on specific geographic locations (given internet 
connections are available). In virtual courses, 
trainees work on prepared assignments on 
their computing devices and lecturers correct 
or provide feedback to task solutions [22]. 
Trainees can learn at their own pace and flexibly 
access training where, when, and how often they 
prefer [16]. This geographical flexibility and 
ubiquitously available learning opportunities 
reduce the need for automotive mobility because 
learning is not contingent to the physical 
boundaries of classrooms or training institutes.

Digital learning environments afford varying 
degrees of geographical flexibility. While 
some environments are completely online, 
which offers an absolute level of ubiquity, 
some environments are in line with a blended 
learning approach, which offers a reduced need 
for traveling but does not absolutely eliminate 
traveling to physical spaces (e.g., the nearest 
learning center). It is important to note that 
levels of geographical flexibility are not the 
affordance of the learning material itself but of 
the digital learning / pedagogical arrangements 
designed for the training. Therefore, it is 
necessary to conceptualize learning materials 
as being embedded within educational learning 
environments; these learning environments 
for digital training–more specifically: learning 
centers, webinars, and virtual courses–emerge 
at the nexus of education and technology (see 
Figure 1).

Figure 1: Digital learning environments at the confluence 
of education and technology

1.3. Aims and research question
The purpose of the present study was to explore 
the lived experiences of trainees and lecturers 
with the affordances of digital, technology-
enhanced training programs. A particular 
focus was on how the ubiquitous availability 
of training material that is embedded in digital 
learning arrangements affords reduced levels of 
mobility and, more importantly, how trainees 
and lecturers perceive this afforded geographical 
flexibility. Because digital training programs 
vary greatly, the study considered three different 
training formats: learning centers, webinars, 
and virtual courses. Grounded in the theory 
of affordances [29, 30] and an interest in the 
narrative interpretations of lived experience, 
the research question was: How do trainees and 
lecturers experience the geographical flexibility 
and ubiquity afforded by digital, technology-
enhanced training programs?

2. Methods

2.1. Participants and training formats
The study employed a qualitative methodology 
and examined the lived experiences of trainees 
and lecturers who were all engaged in off-the-job 
training programs designed and administered at 
a large training center for adult and continuing 
education adjacent to the Bavarian Forest, a 
rural region in Southern Germany. The training 
center is part of a higher education institute 
and offers numerous academic courses for non-
traditional students on evenings and weekends 
that participants attend off-the-job in lieu of their 
regular work duties. Non-traditional students are 
students who are typically older than regular 
students, have family and / or work duties, and 
return to higher education to obtain academic 
degrees [38, 40]. The study focused on training 
programs that were technology-enhanced 
and included digital elements that afforded 
ubiquitous access to training. Three programs 
were considered: The first training program was 
a 9-month course on supply chain management; 
the second training program was a 9-month 
course on industrial management; and the third 
training program was a 5-month course on early 
childhood education. Participation in these 
programs was voluntary [41]. All these training 
programs included the three instructional formats 
learning centers, webinars, and virtual courses. 
Among the instructional activities planned in 
the training curricula were both learner-centered 
and knowledge-centered activities, including 
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lectures, discussions, demonstrations, and 
small group activities. Participants in the study 
were twenty-three persons–15 trainees and 
8 lecturers–recruited from the three training 
programs. Among them were (a) four trainees 
(one woman, three men) and three lecturers (one 
woman, two men) recruited from supply chain 
management; (b) six trainees (three women, 
three men) and three lecturers (one woman, two 
men) recruited from industrial management; and 
(c) five trainees (four women, 1 man) and two 
lecturers (1 woman, 1 man) from early childhood 
education. Trainees and lecturers volunteered 
to participate in the study and received no 
compensation. Anonymity and confidentiality 
were guaranteed for all responses.

2.2. Data collection
Grounded in a qualitative research methodology, 
data for the study were collected with semi-
structured face-to-face reflective interviews [42, 
43]. A total of 23 interviews were performed by 
a trained interviewer with a standardized set of 
questions in individual sessions that ranged from 
11:26 to 41:18 minutes. Total interview time was 
326:36 minutes for trainees and 305:17 minutes 
for lecturers. In addition to the standardized 
set of questions, interviewer and interviewee 
were free to talk and discuss other aspects 
not covered in the question guide. The main 
purpose of the interviews was to evaluate the 
attended training programs. From the collected 
interview material, a major research interest for 
the present study was in the lived experiences 
of the participants and how they perceived the 
ubiquity and geographical flexibility afforded 
by the digital, technology-enhanced training 
programs. A semi-structured interview guide 
with a set of prepared questions was used for 
collecting data. Among the set of questions, we 
selected some questions and their associated 
answers for the analysis in the present study. 
These questions were (a) for the trainees: Why 
have you decided to participate in this program? 
How have you experienced the learning centers, 
webinars, and virtual courses? and (b) for the 
lecturers: What were your experiences with the 
learning centers, webinars, and virtual courses? 
If you consider your trainees, how do you think 
they experienced the learning centers, webinars, 
and virtual courses? Interviews were performed 
within one week after each training program has 
ended. Talk during all interview sessions was 
recorded; a trained student assistant transcribed 
the interview recordings verbatim. 

2.3. Data analysis
Based on an interest in the narrative accounts 
of lived experience [28], qualitative analysis 
of the interview transcripts sought to explore 
how students and lecturers intersubjectively 
perceived and experienced the digital training 
formats. The analytic approach took as starting 
point the empirical realm of everyday lived 
experience [28, 42, 43]. Analysis was identical 
for both training roles: trainees and lecturers. 

Following the procedures of the circular 
deconstruction [44], data analysis included 
three steps. First, the individual interview 
transcripts were summarized and paraphrased. 
Next, the summarized and paraphrased 
interview transcripts were further condensed to 
deconstruct predominant themes and subthemes 
as they relate to geographical flexibility and 
reduced needs for automotive mobility. These 
two analysis steps were performed on the level 
of a single interview and identical for all 23 
interview transcripts [44]. 

Finally, the deconstructed themes from 
each individual interview were compared 
and contrasted across transcripts to develop 
categories. In the present study, the developed 
categories mirrored the three instructional 
training formats learning centers, webinars, and 
virtual courses. These three categories unveil 
the lived experiences of students and lecturers 
associated with the geographical flexibility 
afforded by the digital learning environments. 
To guide the reader through the analyses, the 
three categories learning centers, webinars, and 
virtual courses are used to structure the first 
paragraphs of the following Results section.

3. Results

How do trainees and lecturers experience the 
geographical flexibility and ubiquity afforded 
by digital, technology-enhanced training 
programs? The following sections present 
results from the interview analyses separately 
for each of the three training formats: learning 
centers, webinars, and virtual courses.

3.1. Learning centers
Learning centers afford participation in 
classroom activities close to the trainees’ homes. 
This high geographical proximity between 
learning centers and home is a positive aspect 
for many trainees. As ST1 argued: “For me, this 
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was optimal because it was so close to my home, 
to have classes right in front of my front door, so 
to speak, with very short distances. This was a 
huge advantage for me”. And TT1 said: “It was 
great that the training program was offered at 
the learning center close to my home. Because, 
if you have to drive around in the evening… I 
simply was here for class”. Along these lines, 
also KT1 said that similar training programs do 
not exist in her rural region; the installment of a 
learning center close to her home thus afforded 
her participation in the training program.

Trainees communicated to their lecturers how 
learning centers afforded them to integrate work 
duties, family duties, and training participation. 
For example, the lecturer KL3 argued that 
she did not think that learning centers–with 
a distance of 50 kilometers only–would have 
been significant enough to facilitate training 
participation because she thought that this small 
distance can be bridged easily by car. At multiple 
occasions, however, her trainees expressed that 
they would not have started the training program 
if they had to drive 50 kilometers on evenings 
or weekends to regularly attend classes. These 
multiple statements seem to suggest that the 
regional proximity offered by learning centers 
indeed promotes training participation.

3.2. Webinars
Webinars afford a high level of ubiquity because 
participants can attend webinars flexibly 
at any place with internet connection. This 
geographical flexibility was perceived very 
positively by trainees. For example, TT2 stated: 
“Generally, I like webinars quite a lot because 
I can do them at home on my sofa”. KT3 said 
that webinars even make redundant the already 
short drive to the nearest learning center. ST4 
argued that, for webinars, “you could attend 
them at home. There’s no need to drive from A 
to B. I think that, for most, this made it easier to 
integrate the whole issue with your daily work 
duties”. ST2 said: “Well, so, what was really 
handy for me was that you could do this from 
home. You didn’t have to drive to attend classes 
but could do it in your kitchen or living room. 
This is an immense benefit“. 

Not only trainees, but also the lecturers enjoyed 
the ubiquity and geographical flexibility afforded 
by webinars. KL2 articulated that “webinars 
are great because we say let’s do them in the 
evening after work when nearly everyone has 
time (…) trainees and also we lecturers don’t 

have to drive to class again.” This high level of 
ubiquity thus reduces car or bus rides for both 
lecturers and trainees.

Although webinars afford ubiquitous learning 
spaces, some trainees raised critical voices 
associated with webinars. Specifically, KT2 
argued: “(…) I have to honestly say that a 
webinar will never replace a personal talk. 
Because it offers a limited perception only. 
And not like when you sit next to each other 
and can perceive all other facets of human 
communication. So this is a limitation.” 

3.3. Virtual courses 
Virtual courses afford asynchronous ubiquity 
of the training material. Trainees perceived this 
local and temporal independence and flexibility 
of virtual courses very favorably because, as 
KT5 said, she could easily coordinate work, 
family, and training activities: “I like that I 
can be autonomous in when I do what, how 
much I do (…) temporally and geographically 
totally free”. The possibility to access training 
from virtually anywhere was also appreciated 
by ST3; he stated: “I have to say that, at the 
moment, I have lots of stress at work and so it 
was great that I could access the learning content 
in the evenings or on weekends at home and 
follow things up. Even if I did not understand 
something immediately, I had the peace to sit at 
home and repeat exercises and look up things 
and that was the ultimate best for me”.

In addition to trainees, also lecturers enjoyed 
the flexibility that virtual courses afforded. For 
example, KL1 articulated that virtual courses 
are great for those who work on a daily basis 
because “virtual courses minimize the need 
for travels, rides, and drives to attend classes.” 
Along these lines, SL1 said: “I think that an 
apparent benefit is that trips are shortened. 
Like, not only driving to class, but the whole 
think around it. I don’t have to rush out of 
work to get to class”. In summary, both trainees 
and lecturers appreciated the advantages of 
ubiquitously available learning material that 
virtual courses afford. 

3.4. Differences per training role, content, 
and gender
A closer analysis on similarities and differences 
was performed to compare answers as a function 
of training role, age, and gender. First, training 
role was defined as trainee or lecturer. Considering 
the given responses, both trainees and lecturers 

No Need to Drive



BA
VA

RI
A

N
 JO

U
RN

A
L 

O
F 

A
PP

LI
ED

 S
C

IE
N

C
ES

 

- 316 - 

appreciated the geographical flexibility 
afforded by the digital learning environments; 
no dedicated qualitative differences emerged. 
Second, content was defined as supply chain 
management, industrial management, and early 
childhood education. No qualitative differences 
in the articulated experiences emerged as a 
function of content. Third, gender was defined 
as male or female. Prior research examined 
gender as a moderator for training participation 
[45] and training motivation [46]. In the present 
analysis, no differences between women and 
men emerged in either of the two training roles. 

4. Discussion

4.1. Main findings
The purpose of the present study was to explore 
how training participants and their lecturers 
in a rural region perceive the affordances of 
digital training formats that make training 
ubiquitously available and thus reduce the 
need for automotive mobility [28‒31]. Because 
technological tools for digital training vary 
greatly, the study considered three different 
formats: learning centers, webinars, and 
virtual courses [22]. Analyses of qualitative 
interview data [43] suggest that both training 
participants and training lecturers appreciate the 
geographical flexibility and ubiquity afforded 
by distance learning. This was a consistent 
finding for all examined digital tools, including 
learning centers, webinars, and virtual courses. 

Learning centers close to trainees’ workplaces 
or homes reduced the time needed for traveling 
to formerly very distant educational institutions. 
This higher proximity affords time savings that 
could alternatively be spent for work or family 
obligations. Even more drastically, some 
trainees articulated that they started the training 
programs only because learning centers were 
installed close to their homes; they would not 
have participated in training if they had needed 
to drive 50 kilometers to access physical face-
to-face classrooms. In terms of Gibson [29], 
learning centers afford closeness in a rural 
region and participation in training that was 
previously precluded due to geographical 
distance.

Webinars brought the training program directly 
into the homes and workplaces of training 
participants and lecturers. While learning 
centers decreased the time for driving and 

traveling, webinars made drives obsolete. 
People perceived no need to leave their homes 
or workplaces because the webinar environment 
afforded digital access to all training content, 
material, and lecturers. Following Gibson’s 
theory of affordances, webinars afforded 
synchronous participation in training with high 
levels of geographical flexibility. Participants 
appreciated and benefited from webinars 
because this tool saved even more time from 
traveling than learning centers did.

Finally, virtual courses afforded identical 
levels of ubiquity and geographical flexibility 
like webinars. In addition, however, virtual 
courses also afforded temporal flexibility. That 
is, the asynchronous communication patterns 
and time-independent access to training were 
experienced as possibilities to engage with 
the training content whenever and wherever 
needed. These benefits that virtual courses 
afforded were perceived by both trainees and 
lecturers alike. In both groups, the minimized 
(and even removed) need to take a ride to get 
to class was strongly appreciated. The narrative 
analyses of the lived experiences highlight 
that virtual courses contributed to continuous 
training participation and learner satisfaction 
with educational activities in rural regions.

4.2. Theoretical and practical implications
Implications of the study for theory development 
include analyses of digital technologies and 
how they are associated with levels of training 
motivation. Particularly, it can be speculated 
that easier access to training thanks to ubiquitous 
learning material can promote interest [47, 48], 
mastery goal orientations [49, 50], or motivation 
to transfer [51, 52] because experiencing lower 
physical barriers (in Gibson’s terms: negative 
affordances) to training and the positive 
affordances of geographical flexibility might 
be associated with increasing levels of affective 
reactions from trainees and lecturers. However, 
these directions for future research need to 
be theorized, conceptualized, and put into the 
focus of further empirical research. 

Implications of the study for educational practice 
center on the installment of more learning centers. 
If people strongly appreciate the geographical 
proximity of learning centers–and the educational 
activities they afford–then it seems intuitive that 
more learning centers in more rural regions would 
offer access to training for more participants. A 
second implication for educational practice is to 
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design, deliver, and implement more webinars 
and virtual courses in concert with improved 
broadband infrastructure and internet connectivity 
in these regions. Webinars and virtual courses 
afford geographical independence–even without 
buses or cars, training becomes accessible for 
people, regardless how rural and remote they 
might live. Particularly for regions with long 
distances to educational activities, webinars and 
virtual courses can afford unique possibilities 
to engage with training and participate in adult 
education. Ultimately, this increased level of 
participation and access to educational training 
activities can benefit not only the people, but also 
entire rural regions, including the one examined 
in the present study: the Bavarian Forest. 
 
4.3. Limitations and directions for future 
research
Limitations of this study relate to the qualitative 
approach to data collection and analysis. 
Specifically, based on a limited sample, the study 
utilized 8 lecturers and 15 trainees. While this is 
a small number of research participants if one 
adopts a quantitative perspective on empirical 
research, qualitative research often uses an even 
smaller number of participants to reach data 
saturation and to reconstruct case evidence [15, 
28, 42, 43]. As such, the presented qualitative 
evidence is robust but we still note that additional 
follow-up studies using quantitative survey 
methodologies can be employed to triangulate 
the qualitative interview findings.

Another limitation of this study relates to the 
study focus. If we consider the sheer amount 
of collected interview material of more than 
300 minutes each for the groups of trainees 
and lecturers, then numerous focal analyses 
would be possible. In the present manuscript, a 
decision was made to highlight the experiences 
associated with the afforded geographical 
flexibility and the reduced need for mobility. On 
one hand, this decision was made because of the 
focus of this special issue on mobility. On the 
other hand, this decision was made because both 
trainees and lecturers articulated repeatedly–in 
all interviews–how favorably they experienced 
the ubiquitous nature of the attended digital 
training programs. It was thus obvious to 
highlight analytically what was articulated 
empirically in the qualitative interview material.
 
Directions for future research relate to 
replications of these analyses in different rural 
regions in different countries to examine how 

stable the described experiences are in changed 
contexts. Similarly, as the present study focused 
on non-traditional trainees [40, 53], future 
research can investigate experiential differences 
with digital learning between nontraditional 
and traditional students in higher education. 
One could assume that positive experiences 
relate with positive levels of motivation and 
transfer–an assumption that needs to be tested 
empirically in further studies [45, 54, 55], 
particularly with regard to the commitment 
level that could act as a moderating variable. 
Finally, this study considered two training 
roles: trainees and lecturers. More training roles 
exist, such as training designers [22], evaluators 
[56], or technologists [20] whose experiences 
can also be collected and analyzed in lieu the 
views of trainees and lecturers. Future research 
can thus triangulate multiple perspectives 
when examining the intersubjective nature of 
affordances of digital training environments in 
higher education. 
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