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Introduction

The introduction of work-based learning (WBL) within higher education within the UK, and other similar societies, can be seen as part of a wider set of changes which are designed to reform and reposition higher education. These changes have in turn become part of the restructuring of education and training associated with the development of a lifelong learning agenda. This paper will explore the nature of this change, and some of the implications for higher education, and learners.  

Early developments of work-based learning in higher education

During the 80s and early 90s the need for reform of higher education, to bring it more closely in line with the needs of the economy emerged as a major theme of government policy in the UK and in many other societies throughout the world. This was based on an analysis of the need to restructure the economy if international competitiveness was to be maintained. In this process of restructuring the role of higher education was seen as being important. This was based on a version of human capital theory in which higher education would play a larger part in producing a workforce with a vocationally relevant higher level skills. This was reflected in a series of policy papers and initiatives during the late 80s and early 90s. The 1987 White Paper on higher education presented the case for widening access to a more vocationally relevant higher education, and this created the framework for a series of reforms and developments in higher education over the coming years (DES,1987). These developments can be seen as part of the move from an elite to a mass system of higher education. The development of a system of this kind is based on the belief that higher education, and the qualifications it provides, will be of value to a much wider cross-section of society. In the process the nature of higher education undergoes important changes (Ball, 1991). The content changes in that many new vocationally oriented areas emerge (such as consumer studies), and the traditional academic disciplines are less dominant. There is also greater emphasis on a wider range of modes of provision, including part-time, distance learning, and work-based learning; changes associated with the powerful notion of ‘flexibility’(Edwards, 1997), which increasingly has been advocated. 

It was in this context that WBL began to emerge as a distinguishable feature of higher education provision. The growth of WBL in the UK was supported by a number of funding initiatives designed to encourage change, rather than direct policy directives. This reflects the relatively autonomous nature of HE. It may also reflect an implicit recognition of diversity of mission within HEIs, and that not all would be likely to become equally involved in initiatives of this kind. In this respect it can be noted that it was the polytechnics (which were to become the new universities of the 90s), in which the tradition of vocationally relevant education was already well established, which were most proactive in developing WBL at this time (Employment Department, 1990; Brennan & Little, 1996). 

It is interesting to note that the increasingly close relationship between education and work was manifested in the active role taken by the Employment Department (ED) in introducing change in higher education. This led to a number of initiatives, the first of which, entitled Enterprise in Higher Education (EHE), was launched in 1987 by the ED, in co-operation with the DES, Scottish Office, Welsh office and DTI. The central aim of this project was to encourage change in the universities so that they would prepare students more effectively for the world of work. 

‘Amongst the diverse aims of higher education is the need to develop students for the world of work. Yet the workplace is changing rapidly and with it the development needs of students…..The university experience must provide both academic rigour and the skills to apply that rigour to every aspsect of life and work. In many institutions this requires a fundamental cultural shift; something that cannot be imposed and that will not take place overnight’ (DfEE,1997a)

This initiative involved 60 universities throughout the UK, and a wide range of activities designed to promote institutional change. Another more focused ED initiative was established to ensure that ‘people reach their full potential and that employers have access to the skilled people they need’ (Employment Department. 1990) This initiative advocated the value of partnerships between higher education and employers, and projects which were designed to

‘help higher education towards as system that is relevant, flexible and more able to respond to changing demands of the labour market and working life’ (Employment Department,1990, p11)

Within this programme WBL was specifically advocated for both undergraduates, and for post experience students who combine study with employment.

‘… For updating professionals, who are likely to be still in a job whilst studying, the inclusion of specific work based projects which can combine job needs with study may benefit both employee and employers in terms of relevance, cost-effectiveness and time’ (Employment Department,1990)

Employers were also experiencing greater pressures to invest more in the education and training of their employees at this time. They were becoming increasingly aware of the implications of new technologies for production processes and the organisation of work in a wide range of agencies, and of the implications of globalisation and international competition. The significance of these developments was reinforced by the government, and by organisations such as the CBI (CBI, 1991). All of these developments led an increasing number of employers to recognise a need to invest in human capital, and to explore new ways to make learning opportunities open to their employees (Sommerlad, 1996). 

These pressures on both employers and on higher education led to a growing number of WBL projects in the late 80s and early 90s (ED, 1992, Brennan & Little, 1996). These projects began to show how WBL differed in important ways from traditional academic programmes, and raised serious challenges for the academy. Firstly they placed a new emphasis on learning from experience, a theme which was to be developed in a number of projects during the 80s and 90s. Secondly they emphasised the idea of integrating WBL with academic programmes, and thirdly they emphasised the idea of assessing and accrediting WBL  in ways which had not been done before. 

However while these developments helped establish WBL as an important element in the changing face of higher education, the evidence of progress was still very limited. Brennan and Little in their review of developments list 38 projects funded in the first three rounds (1990-96) of the ED projects. While there were undoubtedly other projects not recorded in this way, it is clear that the overall impact of WBL on higher education remained limited at this stage. It can also be noted that only 9 of the 38 projects involved pre 1992 universities, and the range of programmes in which WBL was involved was limited. This could be seen to reflect a number of concerns, including doubts about accrediting experiential and work based learning, and doubts among discipline based academics about the appropriateness of developing a curriculum around non traditional work based subject matter. This may reflect a more general scepticism about the need for, and appropriateness of, change among academics in high status disciplines and departments (Boys et al, 1989). 

The learning society, lifelong learning and work-based learning

By the second half of the 90s the pressure for change had increased considerably. The processes of economic restructuring had moved forward, and the implications of a knowledge based economy, and globalisation, for the provision of continuing learning opportunities had become even more central issues in policy debates (Edwards1997; Solomon and McIntyre,1999). This was reflected in a growing interest in concepts such as the learning society, the learning organisation, and lifelong learning. 

The concept of a learning society is not a new one, but it emerges as a key idea in a number of influential policy documents which appeared from the mid 90s onwards. Thus the European Commission White Paper on Education and Training, published in 1995 was entitled Teaching and Learning: Towards the Learning Society. This document argues that, in response to the fundamental process of change or ‘upheaval’ in European society, tomorrow’s society should be one ‘which invests in knowledge’. A number of factors are advocated to achieve this including bringing school and the business sector closer together. It is made clear that this refers to  ‘the world of learning in the widest sense, stretching from primary to higher education’ (EC1995,p36). In this respect a number of measures are referred to, including apprenticeship/trainee schemes, and developments in vocational training for those in work. While there is little explicit reference to WBL, this document was influential in stimulating debate throughout Europe on the need to establish closer links between education and the world of work in the process of creating a learning society. 

A similar approach emerged in the review of higher education undertaken by the National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education ( The Dearing Report, NCIHE, 1997). This again focuses on the concept of a learning society which is referred to as 

‘a society in which people in all walks of life recognise the need to continue in education and training throughout their working lives…’ (NCIHE,1997, p9)

It is recognised that this has a number of important implications for higher education, including the need to be:

· ‘Increasingly responsive to the needs of students and clients (such as employers and those who commission research)

· Work in partnership with public and private sector employers’(NCIHE1997, p10)

The report also refers pressures for change now facing universities resulting in a situation where ‘a policy of ‘more of the same’ is not an option’ (NCIHE, 1997 p11).

The concept of a learning society was therefore placing more emphasis on the idea that learning opportunities must be provided for a wider cross-section of society, throughout their lives, and that this would involve new approaches to learning, developed in closer co-operation with employers.

The later years of the 90s also saw the emergence of lifelong learning as a key theme in the development of policy for education and training. This again was not a new idea, but it was given a prominence and importance which was entirely new. Policies to support lifelong learning were presented as being essential to enable society to meet the challenges which it faces, and among these challenges the ones associated with economic changes are most strongly emphasised. 

In this context it is recognised that much learning does and should take place in the workplace, and the importance of establishing workplaces as centres of learning is emphasised (NAGCELL, 1997; DfEE,1998). Workplace learning should include a variety of learning, including that for specific skills, transferable skills and personal development. In developing these learning opportunities a range of partnerships are emphasised. While particular emphasis is placed on those between  employers and employees and trade unions, the importance of a wide range of partnerships which will also involve educational institutions is emphasised in the proposals to establish a University for Industry (UfI). The UfI has been given a wide range of functions which include: market analysis and strategy development in education and training related to the needs of the economy; brokering between educational providers and the economy; commissioning and kitemarking programmes and services. While these developments are designed to involve a wide range of organisations and agencies in the provision of learning opportunities, and this in some ways questions the privileged role of educational institutions as providers of learning opportunities, the role of WBL within the universities has been recognised (DfEE,1997b). In particular it has been suggested that the universities have a particular role to play in responding to the need for high level skills, and because their relative autonomy, and independent degree awarding powers, can facilitate the development of innovative programmes. This has strengthened the case for the development of WBL within the universities. 

The interest in providing learning opportunities at work has also been strengthened among employers by the growing emphasis on the learning organisation. This again was not a new concept (Pedler et al, 1991), however the changing economic climate of the 90s led to it being given greater prominence. Embedded in the is idea is not just that additional learning opportunities will be provided for employees, but that a continuing process of learning for employees will be at the heart of achieving organisational success, and enabling the organisation to achieve its goals. Organisations therefore become much more interested in creating the conditions within which this learning can take place. This will be done partly through in-house provision, but also through appropriate partnerships with other organisations which can support this learning. 

The developments outlined above associated with the idea of the learning society, lifelong learning, and the learning organisation, have encouraged change within higher education in a number of ways. Firstly there is greater pressure on the universities to work more closely with employers in contributing to the processes of economic change and development. Secondly universities are expected to be increasingly flexible in their modes of delivery in meeting the lifelong learning agenda. Thirdly the role of an increasingly wide range of organisations and agencies in meeting learning needs has been emphasised. This creates a potential threat to the role of universities at this important time of change, and the recognition, on their part, of the need for adaptation and change if they are to avoid being marginalised with respect to some of these key areas of development. 

Shaping work-based learning in higher education

However the changes which are implied are potentially disruptive to existing understandings regarding the nature of university education and established boundaries regarding curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. This has given rise to a number of discourses, emerging from policy and funding initiatives, which can be seen as both encouraging change, and implying that the disruption can be resolved. We would argue that these four discourses can be identified as being of importance in structuring the processes of change with respect to WBL.

The first of these discourses is partnership. This emphasises the importance of higher education institutions developing partnerships with employers, as we have indicated above, and was a major theme of the UK Employment Department documents of the early 90s (ED, 1990). Associated with this are issues regarding the need for negotiation of structure and content of programmes (ED, 1992). It also emerges as a major theme in literature associated with the learning society (NCIHE, 1997), and lifelong learning (NAGCELL,1997) It is suggested that developments of this kind will involve an element of loss of control for higher education institutions, but this is presented as an important element of change with which they must come to terms. 

Flexibility. This discourse can be seen as a major theme in many policy documents regarding the need for change in HE and particularly the development of WBL, produced during the 1990s. It is an element within a wider theme of flexibility with respect to the labour market which has been extemely influential. The Employment Department stated that its aim was to ‘… promote FE and HE which is high quality, flexible and responds cost-effectively to the changing needs of employers, individuals and the labour market’ (ED, 1994). Associated with this was the idea of responsiveness and the need for universities to respond to changes and to ‘make this a way of life’ (DfEE,1997c). 

Relevance. The idea that the content of university education should change, and that it should be more relevant to the needs of the economy has been emphasised throughout the 90s (NCIHE,1997). This raises important questions regarding the role of employers and other agencies in determining the content of educational programmes. WBL has been presented as having a key role in helping HE to ‘meet the needs’ of collaborating employers (Employment Department, 1990).

The final discourse we wish to emphasise is that of accreditation. This discourse refers to the recognising and giving value to a wide range of learning experiences, many of which would not previously have been deemed worthy of credit within HE. The accreditation of experiential learning has been a major theme. Within this context it has been argued that WBL can be of equal value to traditional academic learning, and should receive equal credit (Employment Department,, 1992; Employment Department, 1994). 

Changing boundaries

It is suggested above that policy has been actively seeking to bring together the two relatively separate spheres of the workplace and higher education, contributing to the ‘blurring of boundaries’ which has been identified as characteristic of moves towards lifelong learning (Edwards, 1997). Work-based learning is positioned as a radical disruption of the traditional boundaries between the academy and work, leading to new types of engagement and different kinds of relationships. Here WBL is not just the transplanting of existing programmes into the location of the workplace, but a more radical change in the focus and process of learning
. This closer engagement is not without its conflicts as new ‘sites of struggle’ (Soloman and McIntyre, forthcoming) emerge from these disruptions. Change is indeed difficult, but what is emerging is not a chaotic lack of boundaries but as Soloman and McIntyre suggest a process of reforming boundaries in the new learning space. Here notions of ‘partnership’, ‘relevance’, ‘flexibility’ and ‘accreditation’ may be seeking to reconcile these conflicts in a suggested convergence of interests. Such moves can be seen as attempts at smoothing the boundaries by channelling change in certain ways. But how successful can attempts to achieve convergence be, and what changes does this imply for the academy and workplace learning? 

The extent to which it is possible to explore such questions here is limited. What will be attempted is to identify some of the key dimensions of change implied by moves towards WBL, to note the limited evidence for the extent and nature of the change at the present time, and to consider the implications of the changes associated with WBL for learners and the process of lifelong learning.

Changes to the HE curriculum

The bringing together of HE and the workplace implies movement away from existing positions and powers to embrace the interests of other parties as ‘stakeholders’ in new forms of relationships. For higher education in particular this represents a potential loss of control over the curriculum as the focus begins to shift from the transmission of disciplinary knowledge to the improvement of performance in the workplace, the much sought after ‘impact on practice’. The extent of this shift is of course variable and the direction perhaps uncertain. Where once the content of the curriculum might be found in disciplinary or thematic structures now there are competing concerns to be met, such as the needs of the sector, the strategic goals of the organisation and the learning needs of the individual.  Amongst these new competing needs the possibility of high status qualifications remains, indicating that the requirements of the academy are not silenced. Whilst the notion of partnership seeks to minimise the differences between these competing needs, smoothing the apparent differences in power, the success of this endeavour may be questionable. The continuation of different agendas may lead, as Soloman and McIntyre suggest, to the emergence of a ‘politics of the curriculum’ (ibid).

Perhaps the most significant effect suggested by this shift is the rise of different conceptions of learning and of knowledge production. In contrast to the value placed on propositional (and to some extent process) knowledge in traditional HE programmes, WBL developments have embraced a variety of possibilities including ‘competence’ and the development of knowledge in the context of action.  

WBL and competence

The importance of competence-based approaches to education and training can be seen in many recent initiatives, and of course is particularly evident within the UK system of Scottish and National Vocational Qualifications (S/NVQs). This trend is reflected in the growing interest in competence which can now also be detected within higher education (Barnett, 1997).  Whilst, on the face of it, this may signal a radical departure from traditional HE curricula Barnett points out that these moves could instead be thought of as the displacement of more traditional notions of ‘academic competence’ by market orientated notions of ‘operational competence’. Within operational competence the focus is firmly placed on the demonstration of an ability to perform in a given role (Jessup, 1991). A competence-based curriculum is therefore derived from attempts to describe what is involved in undertaking a work role or task. In contrast to traditional discipline–based HE, knowledge is valued in so far as it contributes to performance.  There is not space to explore in detail the characteristics of this shift, however a number of aspects are worth noting. The notion of competence is itself contested and a substantial critique has emerged in relation to the both the general concept and to the particular manifestations represented by the UK system of Scottish and National Vocational Qualifications (S/NVQs) (Ashworth and Saxton, 1990; Hyland, 1997; Wolf, 1995; Canning, 1999). Not withstanding this critique S/NVQs remain central to UK government policy for vocational qualifications, although employer support for the new qualifications, particularly at the higher levels, is less assured. Elsewhere we have seen the emergence of alternative ‘holistic’ notions of competence that have sought to address these criticisms (Hager and Gonczi, 1995).

WBL can be viewed as providing a means through which HE can address the competence agenda and be seen to be reaching out to the workplace in a number of ways. The emphasis on the need for relevance in WBL suggests a focus on real work roles and the potential for incorporating occupational competence. Here the process of specifying competences can be seen as productive in supplying a much needed alternative means of deriving the WBL curriculum, and one that does not depend on existing disciplinary structures. Finding the curriculum in occupational roles, rather than more individualised needs, presents WBL as responding to the needs of its employer partners (reflecting the relative strengths of employers and employees in notions of partnership). However, with respect to accreditation HE is less secure.  The development of higher level S/NVQs opens up an alternative and potentially competing route to recognition, and one which has the express purpose of delivering qualifications which are relevant to the workplace. Two responses to this potential challenge emerge from HE. Firstly, the benefits of ‘dual accreditation’, of gaining both vocational and academic credit, are suggested as a means of maximising the recognition that can be achieved through WBL. This requires the difficult task of positioning WBL programmes as delivering both the requirements of the academic institution and the alternative awarding body. Secondly, the emphasis is placed on the high status of HE qualifications and their freedom to develop tailored awards. This ‘flexibility’ is contrasted with the constraints of nationally agreed curricula and the bureaucracy of VQ assessment processes (less is said naturally about the bureaucracy of HE). By embracing notions of competence WBL in HE can be seen to reach out to workplace, to make a connection with the purposes of the workplace whilst retaining its own accreditation agenda.

To what extent then has the possibility of WBL embracing the notion of competence been pursued in the development of programmes in HE? And what forms has this taken? Here we encounter the lack of systematic research into WBL development in HE that was identified by Brennan and Little (1996). Their review of work that had been funded by the Department for Education and Employment, and its predecessors, drew on the final reports of projects themselves and associated self-evaluation. Despite these difficulties it may be possible (drawing on the same range of material) to suggest a number of possible avenues worthy of further investigation. One suggestion is that the way in which the concept of competence has been used within WBL in HE has changed over time. The emphasis on competence as an organising principle for the curriculum was perhaps strongest at the early stages of development of WBL in HE, and could be viewed as an energetic attempt to push at the boundaries of the academy. Here the process of diss-agregating work roles into a series of pre-defined competences, undertaken through a process of functional analysis, would provide an alternative, apparently neutral way of arriving at the WBL curriculum. Although this process was modelled on that applied within the S/NVQ, concerns over the ‘narrowness’ of this approach soon led to significant differences in its application. Firstly, the ‘spiral of specification’ noted by Wolf (1995) was often arrested by stopping the disagregation process at a more general level than that sought in the VQs. This approach is illustrated by the experience of the ASSET (Accreditation and Support of Specified Expertise and Training) projects under taken by Anglia Polytechnic University. Initial work to define competences in the area of Social Work took this ‘lighter’ functional analysis approach but, in addition, chose to combine the elements of competence with a single set of assessment criteria which were based on professional and academic requirements (Winter and Maisch, 1996). Thus the competences generated through functional analysis were augmented by the traditional cognitive abilities of HE and professional values. Further amendment followed when working in the area of Engineering within Ford Motor Company (APU, 1995). Whilst definitions of competences could be agreed following functional analysis, this did not adequately reflect the engineers own views of their work and as a consequence descriptions of the professional knowledge required were appended. Other early developments have likewise employed functional analysis, but stressed the importance of going beyond this to include knowledge and understanding (Naisch, 1995). 

But it would be inaccurate to give the impression that WBL ‘slipped back’ from competence into the traditional academic competences or that this has necessarily resulted in the sort of ‘mish-mash’ feared by Barnet (1997, p.40). Whilst it may be going too far to claim a coherence to the framing of these curricula, later work has attempted to introduce notions of reflection on learning, stressing the interaction between practice competence and reflection on practice (Winter and Maisch, 1996; Brodie et al, 1998). Thus WBL in HE can be seen to capture some of the allure of competence, but augment its meaning in significant ways (some may say implausible ways). By thus submerging competences into more general sets of learning outcomes WBL is seen to reflect and contribute to the ‘standards’ agenda which is also currently at work in HE.  

Mode 2 knowledge production
It has been argued (Garrick and Usher, 1999) that WBL will lead to greater importance being placed on alternative types of knowledge identified as mode 2 knowledge (Gibbons et al, 1994). This is a form of knowledge production whose very characterisation rests on its divergence from traditional disciplinary knowledge (mode 1). Mode 2 knowledge is ‘multi-variant, unsystematic and even anti coherent’ (Scott, 1995) and cannot be constrained within traditional discipline boundaries. Its source lies outside of the university in the wider society, and in particular in the workplace, where priorities, definitions of problems and solutions are influenced by users. It results in knowledge that is socially distributed, but remains relatively local and finds its legitimisation in the organisational context. Whilst as Edwards and Usher (2000) point out mode 2 may not be new in itself they suggest it does represent a new and powerful formulation for knowledge production in the workplace, and one that is increasingly successful. The challenge to the ordered world of HE is clear enough, and indeed perhaps by focusing on the possibility of knowledge production outside of the academy it represents a more threatening challenge than that of competence. Given the above characterisation it seems unlikely that the boundaries between such sites of production can be smoothed. However, WBL can itself be viewed as an attempt to bridge the divide, to both reach out to mode 2 knowledge and to draw it back into the academy.

However, we know surprising little about the extent to which HE, through WBL, is successful in its attempts to address new types of knowledge production. Further research on the knowledge generated through programmes of WBL in HE and the process of developing this knowledge would be welcome. Our own tentative reading suggests ways in which WBL is positioning itself to be responsive to this new agenda. Firstly in prioritising the relevance of the WBL programme to workplace performance, WBL like mode 2 production, proposes to take as its starting point the real activities and problems of the workplace. In stressing the potential for greater ‘impact on practice’ WBL holds out the promise of relevant knowledge which ‘works’ in context. In a sense then the emphasis on ‘relevance’ attempts to smooth the boundary in favour of workplace concerns. Likewise the suggested flexibility in both content and structure of WBL can be seen as providing the potential to respond to the ‘chaotic’ trans-disciplinary context of production found in the workplace. Through developing notions of partnership, WBL programmes acknowledge the potential importance of the learning resources and expertise that can be found in the workplace. So in deploying notions of relevance, flexibility and partnership WBL can be said to be reaching out to incorporate mode 2 production. It is in advancing the importance of accreditation in HE, however, that WBL can be seen to be drawing back this knowledge into the academy. Here the emphasis on local knowledge that works, competes with the traditional concerns of HE and newer powerful notions of ‘standards’ and quality assurance.  

If WBL is well positioned to respond to the growing recognition of mode 2 knowledge production how is this reflected in the practices which have so far established themselves in HE? In contrast to those programmes which set out to develop pre-defined competences or learning outcomes, there exists another stream of WBL developments which promote more ‘open’ structures (Brennan and Little, 1996). Here the learning aims are not specified on a programme wide basis but negotiated on an individual, or more rarely group, basis. This process of tailoring is intended to prioritise the learning goals of the individual or organisation over those of the sector or the academy. Through a ‘tri-partite’ agreement attempts are made to smooth over the inherent tensions in this project. But this process of smoothing can be viewed not just as an attempt to reconcile the needs of the learners and the organisation, but also the beginning of the process of structuring the chaotic learning potential of the workplace. Individualised objectives or learning outcomes are to be devised and strategies developed to locate them within the existing structures of awards. Tools such as ‘level descriptors’ (see Brennan and Little, 1996, for examples from the University of Portsmouth and University of Leeds) and the more problematic ‘notional student effort’ (QAA, 1998) have been used to compare the level and volume of credit that can be awarded to this workplace learning against the norms of traditional face-to-face programmes. By opting for highly negotiated structures WBL programmes can be seen to be addressing mode 2 knowledge, but by locating credit within HE awards are perhaps forced into comparisons with traditional learning.

This tension between flexibility and structure is reflected in the approach generally taken to planning the learning process itself. Individualised learning contracts, agreements or plans (the discourse shifts and softens) are used to identify the timescales, the milestones, and significantly, what are to be deemed the relevant learning opportunities in the workplace. This is not to say that such agreements are necessarily perceived as straightjackets, and recognition is given to the provisional nature of the plan (Brennan and Little, 1996). However, it may be argued that the completion of learning plans necessarily focus attention on to those activities which can be more clearly defined, such as the introduction of new work processes, problem solving etc., and have less to say about the everyday activities of the learners. Thus in structuring workplace learning, WBL programmes include and exclude, shaping learning into a coherent plan. 

The provision of support for learning is also generally addressed in the plan. Here there is explicit recognition of the shift from the primacy of the academic tutor to a more inclusive ‘team based’ approach. The inter-disciplinary potential of mode 2 knowledge is sometimes reflected in the appointment of a number of subject specialists from the institution (Brennan and Little, 1996). Perhaps more significant is the suggestion that academic staff may not be best placed to support the development of certain knowledge and skills in the workplace, see for example the experience of academic tutors in engineering (APU, 1994). Some programmes have sought to address this issue, and thereby operationalize notions of ‘true’ partnership, by specifying the identification of a workplace mentor or advisor as part of a ‘training team’ (BAPQSW, 1994). Considerable effort has gone into the exploration of this mentoring role (see chapter six, Brennan and Little, 1996)), while less has been said about the associated changes to the tutor role, or indeed as McIntyre and Soloman point out about the implications of these changes for the identity of the academic staff involved (1999).

Assessment has likewise become negotiable with a variety of work ‘products’ becoming admissible as valid evidence of learning. Mechanisms such as the portfolio are widely used to structure the process of assessment and to draw together potentially disparate evidence into a coherent narrative. However, in general workplace documents are not held to be sufficient, these must be accompanied by a ‘portfolio commentary’ that analyses the process of learning and evaluates the knowledge gained. This perhaps mirrors, if not replicates, the literacy practices of conventional assessment. Here the importance of the academic adviser is reasserted, as they guide the process of translating workplace knowledge into the style required by the institution. Further research is required to help us understand the dynamics of this process but a limited examination of existing projects suggests that part of this process involve ‘disentangling’ mode 2 knowledge into something more amenable to the academy. This may be done by emphasising the need for connections to be made in assessment between workplace learning and an existing body of practice, research and theory (including mode 1 knowledge) and by identifying the contributions of the individual learner to the collective learning process. 

What emerges then is double-edged change. By exploiting its ‘flexibility’ to the full WBL in HE offers support to the production of mode 2 knowledge in the workplace. This involvement not without its difficulties for the institution since, despite considerable effort, these forms of individualised programmes remain resource intensive. But in becoming involved it seeks to structure this workplace learning process in new ways, and through assessment to re-assert the connection with, if not the pre-eminence of, more traditional modes of academic knowledge. WBL in HE involves a modification then to mode 2 knowledge production. The question remains is this a productive change for learners and learning in the workplace? 

Supporting informal learning in the workplace

In starting to explore this question, from the perspective of the employees, we will draw on the findings of a recent research project undertaken by Eraut et al (1998) as part of the ESRC funded Learning Society Programme. Their study focused on the development of knowledge and skills in employment and involved 120 people drawn from a range of occupations and levels. Interviews were conducted to explore what types of knowledge and skills the participants used in their work activities, how they acquired the capacity to do what they did, and what factors had affected their learning process. Their findings are stark, suggesting that formal education and training provided only a small part of what is learned and used at work. Most of the learning described in their interviews was non-formal, neither clearly specified or planned (Eraut et al, 1998). They suggest as a consequence that dominant assumptions underpinning policy for ‘The Learning Society’, stressing the importance of formal provision, need to be balanced by an understanding of the value of informal learning ‘on-the-job’ and the factors which affect it. In this they are echoed by Gorard et al (1999) who conducted an extensive research programme in South Wales to explore the use, and apparent decline, of informal learning for leisure and work.

In researching the instances of informal learning at work, described as learning from experience by Eraut et al (1999), the project utilised a typology which highlights the different levels of intentionality found in reported instances of informal learning namely, implicit learning, reactive learning and deliberative learning. There is not space to explore the details of their typology (see (Eraut, 1999)), but one immediate implication worth noting is that as a means of providing ‘organised learning support’ for informal learning (Eraut et al, 1998) programmes of WBL may only begin to address a limited range of informal learning.  It could be argued therefore that WBL programmes should be modest in their claims, recognising that their potential lies in supporting deliberative learning in the workplace and perhaps in building the capacity for reactive learning. However, as we shall see below, these claims should perhaps also acknowledge that in offering support WBL is itself suggesting a re-shaping of informal learning.

Eraut et al’s analysis of their data suggests that informal learning depends primarily on learners’ confidence, motivation and capability. Which in turn depends on the nature of the work itself (i.e. its degree of challenge) and the ‘microculture’ of the work environment, including how they are managed. Rather than locating the responsibility for informal learning with individual employees, they stress the role of the manager in developing an appropriate local environment. Specifically they suggest informal learning could be enhanced by firstly, helping individuals to become more capable learners able to use emergent learning opportunities, and secondly, helping managers to improve the quality of the learning environment (by sustaining a collaborative work culture, allocating interesting work, and being a role model) (Eraut et al, 1999). They contrast this with poorly implemented approaches to performance management and indeed the rhetoric of the ‘learning organisation’. If this is what’s needed (at least in part) in what ways can HE programmes of WBL be seen as a productive change?

In promoting deliberative informal learning it could be argued that WBL programmes are productive in focusing attention onto the employee’s work role, identifying for example the routine/non-routine nature of the activities, learning potential and needs. Programmes with pre-defined structures of competences or learning outcomes might provide an external reference point against which employees and managers can assess their own local situation, and thereby become a lever for individuals to obtain a greater breadth of working activities.  They may potentially provide a clear way forward for learners who are tentative and want to see clear structures in place. Of course the advantages of bringing such structures to informal learning could well be off-set by their potential to delimit the potential learning (Kolb, 1994) and the possibility that, as with VQs, for some employees these programmes may not represent development so much as measurement (Canning, 1999).  

Whilst the alternative kinds of negotiable programmes referred to above might appear more appropriate to the needs identified by Eraut et al, further research is required to explore their nuanced effects. Such programmes could be seen as providing an opportunity for employees to secure access to more interesting activities including the type of project work which was identified by Eraut et al as a major source of informal learning. Here the process of developing learning plans could be seen as contributing to the capacity of employees to engage in informal learning and, as Eraut et al suggest, be sensitive to the emergent learning opportunities in work. But it is important to recall in this context the difficulties experienced by employees in this new mode of learning and how for some the need to complete individualised learning plans may become a de-motivating experience and indeed a barrier to supported informal learning (Brennan and Little, 1996). So whilst negotiable programmes may be helpful in providing a means of exploring one’s own learning experiences further research is needed into the effects of turning this experience into a ‘project’ to be pursued. Here approaches which examine how WBL may be acting to keep experience ‘in its place’ (Edwards and Usher, 1998) and to widen the potential for surveillance (Soloman and McIntyre, ibid) may be helpful.

Both pre-defined programmes and those that are negotiable seek to establish a supportive learning environment which draws together staff from the institution and the workplace. As such WBL represents an opportunity to explore the level of support which is available at the local level, regarded by Eraut et al as fundamental (Eraut et al, 1999), and to address issues of training and support for the manager/mentors themselves. However, as Eraut et al point out a supportive local environment can not necessarily be imposed from above as part of organisational policy (Eraut et al, 1999). The early experience of WBL programmes would reinforce this point, and indeed would suggest the difficulty of even identifying suitable and willing ‘mentors’ (Winter and Maisch, 1996). Even where such support structures are in place they may not be able to guarantee the time for learning and assessment activities that has been agreed, as intentions are set against the pressures of productivity targets (see for example the experience of learners at Vauxhall (Kinman and Kinman, 1999)). So, whilst the introduction of a WBL programme has the potential to re-energise the support that employees receive for learning in the workplace, further research is needed to explore the extent to which these claims are realised.

So new forms of WBL are attempting to connect the academy with the current concerns of the workplace for competence and for knowledge that works in action. But as we have seen through structuring the learning process, and in particular through accrediting this learning within existing forms of awards, WBL programmes act to pull workplace learning back towards the older concerns of the academy. Thus WBL assessment reasserts the importance of analysis and evaluation, and the value of mode 1 knowledge. This is not to say they that workplace learning has not generally involved these characteristics. Clearly mode 1 knowledge has been used in the generation of mode 2 knowledge within areas as diverse as engineering and accountancy, and evaluation can be crucial to decision making. But in re-emphasising these aspects HE programmes of WBL turn workplace learning towards a different direction, away from a focus on the local to incorporate the perspectives of a wider field of enquiry. Therefore in using WBL programmes to support informal learning at work we may be changing the learning experience and indeed the learning itself. Whilst this could be viewed as potentially limiting to the new forms of knowledge production, we would suggest that this change could also be viewed as productive. Here we refer to the potential to prevent ‘narrowness’ in workplace learning, in allowing for alternative view-points and in opening up workplace knowing in ways that are both supportive of learners and which begin to address the needs of the wider ‘learning society’. Of course the extent to which this is a comfortable experience for learners and their organisations depends on the degree to which alternative perspectives and critique can be accommodated within the ‘learning organisation’, which in itself is another area for research……

Conclusion

We have attempted to trace the rise in importance of WBL programmes within higher education in the UK and have suggested that this has been stimulated by two overlapping waves of interest. Firstly, WBL was promoted as part a series of government funding initiatives that sought to entice greater contact between HE and employers. Secondly, the current policy emphasis on lifelong learning has lead to increased pressure on both HE and employers to address seriously the potential contribution of workplace learning to building a learning society.

In reaching out to the workplace through WBL programmes HE has sought to address both concerns for competent performance and different modes of knowledge production. Such developments have involved significant challenges for the academy as control over what is to be learned and how this is to be learned is opened up to negotiation with employers and learners. In this process the nature of both higher education and learning in the workplace changes. The types of knowledge and processes of learning which are now being accredited in HE are expanding. However, WBL programmes also change the process of informal learning at work in significant ways. We have suggested above that these changes may be viewed as helpful in providing a measure of support for informal learning, and in particular, in allowing perspectives from outside of the organisation to permeate. It is through examining this potential, and the wider processes of change involved, that we can begin to explore the contribution of WBL programmes to lifelong learning.  
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