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Work based learning: feasibility study into work-based “top-ups” from Foundation degree to Honours

Background

The SLN  commissioned the Collaborative Training Centre at Brighton University to conduct a feasibility study to assess the support for the further development of a work based top up to honours degrees specifically aimed at those who had completed or were about to complete a Foundation degree or HND. The SLN Board in agreeing to fund this saw it as a possible alternative route that could be built into progression agreements.

The research

The brief given to the researchers was as follows:-

The feasibility study, to be undertaken in collaboration with the Sussex Learning Network (SLN), will investigate the premise that there is a market for a two-year, part-time, work-based course which gives successful Foundation Degree graduates the opportunity to study for an honours degree. The study will also explore the scope to extend the scheme to include students with other relevant qualifications and work experience.

The study aims to determine the size of the target group of learners, confirm that suitable progression routes are not currently available, and determine whether demand for such a route exists. It will also review what lessons other universities and colleges have learned from offering similar sorts of provision.   If the outcome of the study is positive, a bid will be submitted for further funding to enable development of a pilot in 2007/08.

The University of Brighton, through the CTC, already runs a successful MSc Work Based Learning and a positive outcome from this feasibility study will give the opportunity for the university to build on the experience gained from running this course.

The final report prepared by Lise Loftus suggests that there is clear support from current and past students for such a route but some concern was expressed about the cost of further study. The employers canvassed were supportive but needed reassurance on the commitments for their employees.

Evidence from elsewhere in the sector suggests a growing interest and body of expertise is developing around work based awards. This is, in part, stimulated by the growth over the last six years of Foundation degrees. 

Taking it a stage further

If the feasibility study is to become an SLN  pilot in 2007-08 it will require the following to happen:-

· One or preferably two of the curriculum leads in the SLN are prepared to work on developing pilots based on existing top-ups or creating a new work based option. This would have to be within the existing funding. The travel, tourism and retail strand and biosciences have indicated their willingness to participate in the pilot. They each have clear provision that could modified or created as work based top-ups.

· A half-time project manager would be required by CTC to support the pilots, liaise with the institutions over validation, and handle recruitment and employer engagement. The cost of this is estimated as 19.8k. A small allocation of additional student numbers has been set aside to support a pilot. 
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Feasibility study into work based ‘top-ups’ from Foundation degree to Honours degree
Executive summary     

The study aimed to ascertain whether a market exists for a work based ‘top-up’ from Foundation degree to Honours level. Such a top-up could offer an alternative progression route for successful Foundation degree graduates who wish to remain in work while undertaking further study.

The study tested the viability of the top-up through discussions with those engaged in the delivery of work based learning in other FECs and HEIs, current and graduated Foundation Degree students, and employers in the Sussex area.

The level of student and employer support identified during the study strongly indicates that the top-up is an attractive option for key stakeholders in the Sussex region. The study shows that the number of learners embarking on a Foundation degree are growing steadily, creating demand on already over-subscribed (in some areas) ‘traditional’ top-up courses.  Findings also show that work-based qualifications can be successfully delivered by HEIs and FECs in collaboration with employers and that this can be done in a financially viable way. 

A number of course frameworks have been considered and from these a flexible framework for work based programme pilot is outlined below:

	20 credits (C)
	40 credits maximum
	60 credits maximum
	40 credits (C)

	e.g. standard ‘introductory’ modules
	Traditional taught module(s)
	From work based learning
	Work based project


It is proposed that the balance of the work based content of the programme would be individually negotiated with the learner in consultation with the academic institution and employer, with a maximum of two thirds comprising traditional taught modules, including an introductory module which is likely to include research and project management skills. For example:

An FdA Travel and Tourism graduate, now in the workplace, could pick the following:

· 40 credits from BA (Hons) Travel and Tourism level 3 

· 40 credits from a work based project

· 40 credits from bespoke/individual modules wrapped around tasks in the workplace

It is therefore recommended that a work based learning programme is piloted, based on the findings of this study with the following activities being necessary to enable this to progress:

· Bid for further funding to enable pilot to proceed

· Identification of partnership members for pilot programme

· Preparation of work based top-up course outline documentation 

· Preparation of course proposal and validation documentation

· Validation

· Launch pilot with identified partnership
Feasibility study into work based ‘top-ups’ from Foundation degree to Honours degree
1.
Introduction

1.1
Purpose of the study

The study aimed to ascertain whether a market exists for a two-year, part-time, work based ‘top-up’ course, from HND/Foundation degree to Honours level. With the recent growth of Foundation degrees there has been continuing discussion about the continuum of learning opportunities for successful graduates from these courses, particularly given the general lack of alternatives to progression onto ‘traditional’ degree pathways. The study was conducted to test the viability of the proposed ‘top-up, through discussions with: current and graduated Foundation degree students; partner college colleagues involved in the delivery of higher education; other HEIs and employers. 
1.2 Aims and methodology (see also appendices 1 - 4)
The study aimed to:

· Test the hypothesis that the target group of learners exist through interactions with those studying Foundation degrees and those who have successfully completed Foundation degrees and are now in the workplace

· Test the hypothesis that existing curriculum does not offer well matched progression routes for these learners through interaction with other providers across the UK and particularly the in the south-east

· Obtain a measure of the level of employer support for such a scheme through interaction with a number of employers across a range of sectors

· Develop a framework for individual learning contract development and approval

· Test the viability of the proposed model, both from an educational and financial point of view

It is hoped that a work based top-up for Foundation degree graduates would offer:
· well matched progression routes for those who have a background of work based and work related learning at sub-degree level

· individually tailored courses which accredit existing experience and learning

· enrolment at points throughout the year

· flexibility to take ‘study breaks’ where appropriate
The first phase of the study concerned visiting other HEIs who currently offer work based learning programmes. The outcomes of these meetings, which took the form of semi-structured interviews, are described in section 4 of this report. Appendix 2 provides further information and notes from the meetings.
The second phase involved meeting with students currently studying for a Foundation degree in the Sussex region, and those who had graduated from a Foundation degree and who were now in employment or on an existing top-up course. 48 current Foundation degree students, and 24 graduates, from a variety of Further Education Colleges, were involved with this phase of the study. More information about the students who participated in the study can be found in appendix 3.
The third phase of the study entailed meeting with employers primarily in the Sussex region. Employers were approached with the assumption that they may not be aware of what a Foundation degree is and the level it represents. Therefore, the aim of the meetings was to ascertain the likely level of support for a work based qualification in terms of broader staff development/attainment of qualifications. Nine, out of over twenty regional employers contacted, participated in the study. For a list of all the organisations contacted please see Appendix 4.
The other stages of the study included researching nationally available statistics to gain a measure of the numbers of Foundation degree graduates (see section 7) and investigated some of the existing progression routes for Foundation degree students.
A web/literature search was undertaken was also undertaken, to enable a greater understanding of work based learning, to see findings of other research in this area and to identify examples of good practice.
It should be noted that there are many examples of work based learning programmes delivered by universities and colleges in the Sussex area that were not examined as part of the study, due to a lack of response from some institutions/individuals, coupled with the time constraints of the study.
2.
What is work based learning?

Seagraves et al (1996) defines work based learning as:
1 learning for work

2 learning at work

3 learning from work

The QAA (Outcomes from institutional audit. Work based and placement learning, and employability) use the following description of work based university learning as:

“That learning which..[utilises] opportunities, resources and experience in the workplace. It will, in general, have outcomes relevant to the nature and purpose of the workplace…the learning achieved will include appropriate underpinning knowledge and will be tailored to meet the needs of the student..”
While there is no one definition of work based learning that is applicable to all sectors, it is essential that the approach to work based learning is creative and clearly designed in terms of shared, understood objectives and outcomes that can be assessed at the appropriate level. At degree level, work based learning requires a significant additional challenge in developing knowledge and understanding beyond the capacity to do a particular job. Individuals are equipped with “..a broader capability for exercising critical reflection, analysis and judgement so that they develop their potential for adaptability..” (Longhurst, D. THES May 2007)

3.
Links to current policy debate

There are three main themes in educational policy currently: 

(i) widening access and participation 

(ii) addressing skills shortages via the Skills Strategy
(iii) knowledge creation and the application and manipulation of knowledge in the workplace. 

Underpinning these themes is the drive to expand further and higher education while simultaneously reducing reliance on public/central funding.

Leitch’s Government Review of Skills in the UK highlighted the weak skills base in the UK; far behind its competitors in terms of skills, productivity and therefore growth. Leitch’s recommendations included a target for raising the level of adult skills in the UK: 40% of the population to achieve Level 4 skills by 2020 (via both university degrees and some professional qualifications, for example, teaching and nursing), up from 29% in 2005. The main policy direction pursued by the Leitch Report is an exploration of the issues around the creation of a demand-led system of education and training, which, it is argued, is crucial if the UK is to sustain its position within a global economy. 
Leitch confirms that we need increasing numbers of employees with degree-level qualifications. One important way of raising participation in higher education is through work based learning.
The New Engineering Foundation (NEF) conducted research that found that employers are increasing their demands for knowledge and skills renewal, and that they require learning to be more experiential than the provision currently offered by traditional HE (ref: www.engsc.ac.uk/er/wbl). The study went on to further state that there is a market in the UK for continuing professional development worth around £4 billion but HEIs currently receive only 0.5% of this. Recent interest in employer engagement and work based learning has highlighted the amount of existing training and development that takes place without any formal recognition for the learner.

Hefce’s most recent funding initiative regarding employer engagement presents a further incentive for closer working with employers, in addition to Leitch’s main recommendations around improving engagement between employers and universities and increasing co-funded work-place degrees.
Foundation Degree Forward is currently developing a national communication strategy to raise awareness of Foundation degrees amongst employers and potential students. According to independent research into what employers and students engaged in Foundation degrees actually value about the qualification, the key message was that: ‘Foundation degrees combine academic study with workplace learning to equip people with relevant knowledge and skills’. (Foundation Degree Forward Journal, issue 11 April 2007). This was confirmed by students and employers consulted as part of this feasibility study.

Although higher education arguably faces a paradigm shift as a consequence of government policy, the sector has largely been driven by student demand in the past and institutions are used to responding to this market. In Sussex most HEIs have sought to successfully establish and maintain effective relationships with employers, for example in research and development, tailored postgraduate provision, CPD and short courses, and ‘third stream’ activities. A shift is required from Honours degrees incorporating ‘employability’ skills within their programme of study, to the challenge of delivering curricula in which knowledge is defined in and by the workplace as much as by the academy.
4.
What is happening in current practice? 

Key Issues for providers
Meetings with colleagues in other HEIs enabled a flavour of some of the approaches to work based learning currently being implemented across the sector. The following universities were visited:

· University of Portsmouth: Frank Lyons, Director of Foundation Direct
· University of Bath: Jenny Newlyn, Deputy Director, Division for Lifelong Learning

· Birkbeck College: Dr Anita Walsh, Centre for Learning and Professional Development

· Middlesex University: Professor Jonathan Garnett, National Centre for Work Based Learning Partnerships

The key issues emerging from discussions with colleagues above are summarised below. More detailed information about the outcomes of this phase of the study can be found in appendix 2.
All are in agreement that there is generally a lack of appropriate progression opportunities for Foundation degree students, especially as many Honours courses are over-subscribed. The proposed work based top-up could offer an additional pathway to progression for foundation degree graduates.
Work based learning progression routes are valued by learners as they offer continuity in style of (teaching) and learning. Anecdotal and statistical evidence suggests that students want to stay in the same institution to ‘top-up’, for reasons of continuity and identity (this was reiterated by Jenny Newlyn, University of Bath and Plumpton students. See also table 3 in section 7). 

Colleagues in the HEIs visited all believed it was important to acknowledge that work based learning is not just about occupational competence: it is the learning that is recognised, not the ‘working’. Furthermore, it is important to strike a balance between meeting employers’ requirements while being flexible enough to allow employees to move on and advance their careers:

‘Workforce development should not be at the expense of the learner, and higher education’s primary concern is that of structuring learning experiences’ (Dr A Walsh, Birkbeck College)

All the existing work based learning programmes explored use individual learning contracts to tailor work based programmes to the individual learner. While content is negotiable, pitching the outcomes at the appropriate level is of fundamental importance. Demonstrating how conventional criteria are to be met is vital to ensure the integrity of the qualification.
Every participant spoken to claimed that the delivery of work based programmes was not as resource intensive/time consuming as is generally perceived. Difficulties can arise in finding staff with the appropriate expertise that can effectively support students in a work based learning context: supporting work based learning is different from delivering content.

Overheads are reduced by having excellent guidance documents in place, for example, on how to draft an effective learning contract. Teaching students to write their own learning outcomes, essentially ‘project planning’, is seen as an important starting point. Teaching students to ‘manage’ their mentor as well as training students to become workplace mentors once graduated is useful in terms of sustainability and quality management.

Project management skills have emerged as a core requirement from industry; it is often easier for the student to think of the learning contract/outcomes in terms of a project whereby the learning is identified, along with the tasks. 
What industry wants/requires changes as the market changes hence the importance of needs analysis/research into anticipating trends in the future. The market is already saturated with generic business/management courses.

There were varying views on AP(E)L (Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning - not to be confused with entry requirements): but the process of identifying previous experiential learning is a good starting point in enabling the student to identify learning outcomes, and in some cases (Middlesex University) the identification of APEL is incorporated into a module.

In addition to the above, the following issues were raised during discussions with those involved in the design and delivery of work based learning programmes:

· There is acknowledgement of a genuine lack of a definitive definition of work based learning by all stakeholders. One single definition does not exist. 
· Existing QA systems may be inflexible in meeting the specific needs of the workplace delivery style of learning (with regard to Foundation degrees, the QAA review in 2004-2005 urged HEIs to ‘strengthen and adjust their validation processes to ensure their Foundation degrees meet all of the defining characteristics set out in the FDQB’.) HEIs have taken a varied approach to the validation of FDs, including work based courses, work-related courses and in some cases the direct conversion of existing HNDS. This has led to limited employer demand, engagement, or work based learning; has little flexibility in delivery and poor assessment practice. Slicker validation processes are needed that try and achieve a balance between flexibility and structure.
· Although in principle credit is transferable via the CAT scheme, the autonomous nature of HEIs means that entry requirements vary. A united and transparent approach to recognising (accredited) learning would improve opportunities for learner progression and transfer between education providers.
· Academically, work based learning is not always considered to be an activity held in high esteem – it is a contested area and perhaps an issue of perception
· Staff development issues: supporting academic colleagues in the delivery of work based learning. In some cases a lack of confidence in teaching HE in FE had been identified (e.g. University of Bath). In addition, negative assumptions/misunderstandings about work based learning need to be challenged.
· Flexibility in delivery is a key characteristic of work based learning, in order to respond to the requirements of both employers and employees
· Student support: learners on work based learning programmes may require different types of support than those ‘conventional’ students. The potential spread of students geographically could be time-consuming.
· Bridging the cultural divide between HE and industry requires consideration, for example, the language barrier between HE and industry – it is generally agreed that the onus is on HEIs to bridge the gap.
· Clarity in terms of roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders is vital from the outset (i.e. learner, employer and provider)
· Financial/resource issues: cost-effectiveness is important to both the HEI and employer
· ‘In-reach’ activities as well as ‘out-reach’ are required by institutions. Great efforts are made to attract ‘non-traditional’ students initially, but it may be that internal structures are not evolving appropriately to cater for them 
5.
Outcomes of meetings with current and graduated Foundation degree students 
5.1
Views of current Foundation degree students 

The study covered attitudes to Foundation degree provision, perceived progression opportunities and views on the proposed top-up, using a sample of the target learner group comprising different ages, ethnicities, genders and educational/social backgrounds (see appendix 3d for more detail). Discussions with current and graduated Foundation degree students confirmed that a demand for a work based top-up existed.
48 current Foundation degree students studying a range of subject areas have been interviewed. The students are studying at City College Brighton and Hove, Plumpton College and Crawley, Littlehampton, Brighton and Hastings (FdA Community Development).
In addition, graduated Foundation degree/HND students, from a variety of subject areas, were contacted for their views. Responses indicated nearly 100 % support for the proposed top-up from both current and graduated Foundation degree students. Salient comments made by participants during the interviews are shown in italics.

Why a Foundation degree?
The reasons stated for undertaking a Foundation degree are varied but many cited the specialist subject area, for example, FdA Wine Business, as the main attraction. The opportunity to combine academia with practical work experience was a popular response.
There is evidence from the students consulted that work based learning is perceived as distinctive and appealing, and that it provides the opportunity to develop a relationship with a potential employer.

‘I wanted to do this course because it was a mixture of academic work and work experience’

‘The course is not all classroom-based’

‘You can relate theory to practice’

Some of the participants viewed the Foundation degree as a ‘stepping-stone’ qualification; a few disclosed that they applied for the Foundation degree due to not meeting the entry requirements for an Honours level course. 
To progress or not to progress?

· Debt was cited as the main deterrent for further study
· 90 % of the participating students want to progress to further study, but not onto a ‘generic’ BA (Hons) course: the broadness of available top-up courses is deemed unattractive for many

· Most participants felt that if an Honours level course existed in their chosen subject area, they would have a clear advantage in the marketplace

· Some students were concerned that employers may not be familiar with the Foundation degree qualification (a justified concern as results of employer meetings below demonstrates) 
In terms of reasons for not progressing, a significant number stated that their work circumstances at the time would influence their decision. The following remarks were made:

‘Lack of income will make me think twice about whether I progress onto another course’

‘Work conflicts with study’

‘Family commitments are a priority’

The proposed work based top-up

There was virtually 100 % support for the notion of a two-year, part-time, work based top-up to Honours level:

‘It’s the logical next step for this course, rather than embarking on a solely academic third year of an Honours degree’
‘This would encompass the best of both worlds – to get experience and an Honours qualification would surely mean getting a better job’

‘Earning while your learning sounds ideal’

‘I learn more by actually doing things, rather than just reading about it’

‘The proposed course would create two-way motivation: if I’m assessed on the basis of what I’m doing at work, I’ll want to do well in both my studies and my job’

‘Depth rather than breadth in the subject area would be most appealing in a top-up’

Funding

Funding was a contentious issue for all the participants in the study. The general feeling among the participants was that having to pay more for a top-up course would be prohibitive. They were unsure about views on funding and fees in general:

‘If I was learning in the workplace, I would expect a reduced fee as I wouldn’t be using university facilities’

‘If it was the same price as a normal top-up fee I would be willing to pay’

However one student remarked that:

‘Depending on my salary, I wouldn’t mind paying’
Work based learning is an attractive option for students as it provides an opportunity to gain a degree through an attractive option of combining work and study. “For many individuals today, the conventional concept of the “student” (full time, on campus, living away from home) is neither feasible nor desirable. A different kind of curriculum, less confined by academic subject boundaries and more informed by professional frameworks for employment practice, has relevance and attractions for many people.” (Longhurst, D. THES May 2007)
Research has shown that part-time foundation degrees draw people into higher education from socially disadvantaged backgrounds; therefore the qualification is central to widening participation and diversity.

5.2
Views of HND/Foundation degree graduates

Of the Foundation degree/HND graduates who participated in the study, nearly 80% stated an interest in studying a work based top-up to Honours level. 

“Had this been an option last year it would definitely been a serious consideration over the full time option I’ve done this year.”
“I worked for 10 years prior to returning to university as a full-time student and had something like this been on offer I would have been keen to pursue it as I could have maintained job security while taking steps to progress my career.”
When asked about their experiences of work based or work related learning previously, one graduate said:
“While studying for my HND, the work based learning I felt was more beneficial than the theory.”
“I was very lucky with my work experience. I worked at a café as an assistant and then ended up taking over the lease before I’d even finished my course! (I still handed in my work though).”
When asked about their ideal progression route, in terms of delivery, distance learning was popular, with support from a tutor via email and phone:

“I would rather do something like this via the internet. When you work and study there is a lot to juggle, from my point of view, time management is crucial: cutting down on travel time would have helped me a lot this year.”

In terms of content for a top-up, most would want to explore in more depth a specific area of their subject, rather than a broadening out:

“I think it needs to build upon what has been learnt on the previous two years, going more in-depth. However, I also think if it is work based there needs to be a strong business focus in order to fit the needs of employers.”

Another respondent said:

“More focus on career.”

In terms of continuing professional development, a number of those who responded did not want to continue studying as had reached a stage in their chosen careers that they were happy with and where further studying would not be of benefit. Some really felt that their skills did not require further development.
6.
Outcomes of meetings with employers

“Employers value people who have undertaken work experience, been able to reflect upon that experience and then go on to articulate and apply what they have learnt” (Work Related Learning Report, DfES, 2002)

While academic achievement remains vital for success in the graduate labour market, the rise in the numbers of those obtaining HE qualifications has meant that employers increasingly look for something additional - ‘the edge’ - which includes proof that the graduate has the skills, knowledge and experience of work and the ability to function in a working environment.
Semi-structured interviews were used for meetings with employers, to try and gain an impression as to the level and type of likely support for the proposed top-up, the employer’s experiences of work based learning and the key issues for employers and employees.

Views of employers in the Sussex area
The study aimed to validate that employer support would be in place for the proposed scheme, and to clarify the likely nature of that support, (for example, financial, release from work.)

Employers who have been thus far involved in the study include:

· Nikki Creil, HR Officer, The Grand Hotel, Brighton

· Mark Thompson & Paul Rawlinson, Development Director & Operations Director, Paxton Access

· Adam Bates, Head of Tourism, Brighton and Hove City Council

· Ian Allison, Glaxo Smith Kline, Crawley

· Tony Forer, Sealife Centre, Brighton
· David Constable, Constables Mobility, Eastbourne
· Gary Bannister, Deutsch UK, Hastings
· Denise Potter, Hitek Power, Littlehampton
· Dave Hartley, Eurotherm, Worthing
In some instances clarification about what a Foundation degree actually is was required. There appears to be confusion among some employers about Foundation degrees and a Foundation Year. D. Frost writing in the Education Guardian supplement (Lifelong Learning, 22 May 2007) asserts that the “maze surrounding qualifications and training is too difficult for many employers to navigate…Employers often say that they don’t know what qualifications mean.” In addition, Frost claims that a large portion of a full qualification will often not be relevant to an employee’s role at work.
Overall, the employers consulted so far are in favour of the proposed top-up and the level of support envisaged ranges from input into designing learning outcomes to co-funding and allowing time off to attend tutorials where necessary. All the employers spoken to agreed that formalising learning at work was beneficial for both the employer and learner. 

Most of the employers believed that they could identify employees who would like to further their qualifications, although some employers were not overly concerned with accreditation so long as staff had the appropriate level of knowledge and skills. This reiterates conversations with academics involved in work based learning who stated that although employers are not as troubled with qualifications as such, employees/learners are.

‘Employees like to have formal qualifications’ (Mark Thompson, Development Director, Paxton Access Ltd)
The areas of operations/management and employment law were identified by many employers as being of particular interest in terms of staff learning and development of the requisite key skills and knowledge. Other areas that employers felt could be covered by integrating academic and practical experience included regulations such as Health and Safety, Fire Safety and the Disability Discrimination Act.

Employers in the tourism and leisure industry felt that work based learning programmes would be particularly appropriate for the sector:

‘Students develop their skills and understanding in areas such as technical expertise, knowledge of the local area and awareness of the other businesses in the sector through work placements and the integration of academic and practical ability is particularly welcome’ (Adam Bates, Head of Tourism for Brighton and Hove, Brighton and Hove City Council)
With regard to funding, the majority of employers believed that contributing half the course fee was acceptable, as this would result in an ‘equal stake’ by both employer and employee.

Other key issues arising from discussions with employers are as follows:
· Explicit guidance as to how the top-up would work: most employers want to know the minimum requirement in terms of expectations of the desired level of support needed

· Flexibility in delivery of the course was cited by all employer participants as being key
· Employee motivation is viewed as essential for successful work based learning

· Time is another factor that has an impact on an employer’s ability to invest in qualifications.
Institutions need to broker their services to employers and sell provision. If it is ‘demand-led’, it will be by definition attractive and of direct benefit to employers (Bill Rammell, THES May 2007).

Employers need to be encouraged to get involved in the development, delivery and funding of the curriculum. There are already good examples of collaboration between employers and HEIs that facilitates work based provision that is responsive to the needs of a particular sector, for instance through the three higher level skills partnerships. 
In a recent article in the Education Guardian (22 May 2007), the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) argued that employers need training that fits in with running their business. Richard Wainer, the CBI’s principal policy adviser, says many existing qualifications do not meet business needs. “We are pushing for reform to make sure that more qualifications are both relevant and economically valuable.” The CBI welcomed the fact that Qualifications and Curriculum Authority is working on a unit-based qualification framework underpinned by a system of credit accumulation and transfer. Designed to recognise a wider range of learner achievements than the existing national qualifications framework, it is hoped that this will be more responsive to learner and employers needs. Trialling of the framework is currently underway, and it should be operational in 2009. 
7.
Statistics
Foundation degrees have experienced a significant rise in entrants (a 61.6%

increase between 2002-03 and 2003-04, equating to a rise from 8,295 to 13,405.

(Higher Education Academy: Work based learning: illuminating the higher education landscape, June 2006)).
Although there is generally a lack of information and research pertaining to the provision of, and participation in, Foundation degrees, information available from sources such as UCAS and Hefce suggests that there has been a steady growth in the number of students enrolled on Foundation degrees as illustrated in table 1 below:
Table 1: Number of FD students by year and mode of study
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Source: HEFCE Foundation degree statistics
Table 2 below shows the large growth in the number of Foundation degrees obtained since 2002.
Table 2: Number of FDs obtained by region and year
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In 2003-04 54% of Foundation degree graduates went on to study an Honours degree of which 87% chose to study at the same institution (table 3). Discussions with students as part of the study confirm that it is often preferable to stay in the same institution, for reasons of continuity and identity (see section 5).
Table 3: Progression from FD to Honours programmes [image: image3.emf]Progression to honours programmes, 2004-05
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Table 3 shows that 46% of Foundation degree graduates did not progress to further study. The outcomes of the feasibility study suggest that there is a shortage of appropriate and relevant progression opportunities, notwithstanding the possibility that Foundation degree students may have misconceptions about what a ‘traditional’ top-up entails. In addition, some may view the Foundation degree as a qualification in itself, rather than a ‘stepping stone’. Institutions would benefit from investigating these issues further.
8.
Programme framework and delivery

Through discussions with existing work based learning programme providers, a number of options for further investigation in terms of progression opportunities for Foundation degree graduates have been identified. For example:

(i) A top-up degree that is subject specific (for example, a FdSc Wine Production graduate can progress (in theory) onto the third year of BSc (Hons) Viticulture and Oenology)
(ii) A ‘standard’ course top-up degree (for example, FdA Wine Business graduate progressing onto BA (Hons) Business Administration)
(iii) A work based top-up degree that is tailored to the individual learner, including specific learning outcomes to role

(iv) A work based top-up degree that is semi-generic, i.e. tailored for a specific industry

The University of Brighton, through its Collaborative Training Centre, run a successful MSc Work Based Learning. This has a framework within which each individual’s MSc is developed, with a learning contract being drawn up and agreed via the university’s quality assurance processes. The development of this learning contract considers the projects on which the student will be working (within their employment), the academic rigour within those, the learning outcomes that are to be achieved and the most appropriate methods of assessment. Learning activities may include attendance at formal classes and associated assessment where appropriate, along with project based learning and participation in other learning opportunities.

The careful design of an overarching framework for work based learning is essential in assuring the quality of work based learning and ensuring its acceptance within higher education terms. Any framework is essentially a three-way partnership between a higher education institution, employer and individual learner. 
A student on the proposed work based top-up would be required to achieve 120 credits at level 3 to gain an honours degree. A potential way forward for a pilot would be an amalgamation of the four suggested models above, for example:

	20 credits (C)
	40 credits maximum
	60 credits maximum
	40 credits (C)

	e.g. standard ‘introductory’ modules
	Traditional taught module(s)
	From work based learning
	Work based project


An FdA Travel and Tourism graduate, now in the workplace, could pick the following:

· 40 credits from BA (Hons) Travel and Tourism (i.e. project/dissertation)

· 40 credits from a work based project

· 40 credits from bespoke/individual modules wrapped around tasks in the workplace

Or:

· 40 credits arising from a work based project

· 80 credits from existing modules

The advantages of the above framework(s) are that they are flexible, and all the modules are already validated apart from the 40 credit bespoke work based module. Validation of the facility to write a 40 credit module for any subject would be the only requirement in order to progress with a pilot.
Learning Contracts
All the institutions involved in work based learning that were consulted use Learning Contracts, preferably with the involvement of all three stakeholders: the learner, the employer and the provider. A learning contract is a way of mapping the essential learning processes that must occur in order to achieve the learning objectives. Negotiation is central to the process of establishing a learning contract, so that the learning process described within the contract meets the needs and concerns of all three main stakeholders. 
The Learning Contract should contain a list of all the learning phases that will make up the programme. Consideration will need to be given as to what, if any, compulsory modules are required for a work based top-up. (Most institutions require a research methodology module, and a ‘work based project’ module, for example.) 
The Learning Agreement: Middlesex University (Resource Pack to accompany Programme Planning, Middlesex University, 2006)
The process of planning a programme of study can be a module in itself. For example, Middlesex University, where the module ‘Programme Planning’ is largely completed by the learner on their own using a comprehensive resource pack. By developing the learning Agreement themselves, the learner is enabled to develop autonomy and responsibility for their own learning and ownership of their studies. The draft Learning Agreement is assessed on its coherence and viability. The learner can gauge the standard of work that the university expects by referring to generic learning outcomes provided in the Work Based Learning Subject Handbook. The use of generic learning outcomes makes it easier to assure the institution that the programme is of the appropriate level. It is assumed that the learner would have some discussion with their employer as to what their learning outcomes should be. The learning agreement is the proposal for the programme of study put forward for approval by the university, and must also be endorsed by a third party (the employer).
In terms of learning support, a document such as the ones produced by Middlesex University and the University of Portsmouth are invaluable for the student.
Award title

If the pilot were to proceed, the host institution would need to consider the issue of the award title for the top-up, for example, a generic title such as BA (Hons) in Work Based Studies, or perhaps followed with a bracket within which the focus of the programme is indicated.

Admissions criteria

Given the nature of such a course, each applicant would be assessed for suitability and an appropriate learning contract drawn up and agreed. This would also give the scope to extend the scheme to include students with other qualifications (for example, HND) and/or work experience.

Assessment

Work based learning courses investigated include portfolios, reflective essays, presentations, group work, independent projects, critical incident diaries, viva-voce and examinations as methods of assessment. The key issue is that the assessment is relevant to the learning outcomes being measured. Assessment for work based programmes is normally coursework only. The host institution would be responsible for the assessment process.
Student support and resources
Students would require a designated programme advisor for tutorial support throughout the programme. The type of support required is envisaged to include visits to the workplace, face-to-face meetings and online communication. Students undertaking a work based programme would have access to the usual institutional resources. A Virtual Learning Environment may be of particular use for this type of learner (although is should not be assumed that all those undertaking a work based course prefer ‘online’ methods of teaching and learning). The learning resources within the individual learner’s workplace will be central.
Student feedback mechanisms could be incorporated in the standard way.
Length of programme

Part time over two years.
Quality assurance

Work based programmes should be subject the same rigorous approval, monitoring and review procedures as any other higher education programme, including the involvement of external experts. The process for validating the proposed top-up requires further consideration, however initially it is suggested that the facility to write a 40 credit bespoke work based module, in addition to the work based project, is a good initial starting point for the pilot process.
Mentoring
Work based programmes normally require a workplace mentor. The role of the mentor, in addition to providing educational support, includes being a point of contact, guiding the learner within the workplace and providing feedback on progress. Ideally mentors should have good interpersonal skills and be approachable.  Preparing both students and the mentor for the mentoring relationship can be achieved through guidance and training: what can reasonably be expected from both parties must be made explicit. Research has highlighted some of the potential conflicts of interest where a mentor is also involved in assessment (Pulsford, Boit and Owen (2002).
9.
Funding/financial viability/funding model

The policy around the Government’s higher education strategy emphasises co-funded programmes through which universities and colleges will create partnerships with employers, with each contributing to the cost of delivery. The table below illustrates the approximate staff costs, per individual learner, and per cohort of 6, for the host institution.

It should be noted that the hours involved in the formulation of the learning contract can be greatly reduced if the onus is out on the learner to develop them. This would require excellent guidance documentation for the learner.
Table 4: Approximate setup and delivery costs
	SETUP
	WHO
	TOTAL WORKDAYS
	COST

	Initial discussion with learner (incl. prep. etc)
	1 x academic 

	Individual

0.5*
	Group

0.5
	Individual
	Group 

	Assessing prior experiential learning
	2 x academic 
	2 x 0.5
	2 x 0.5
	
	

	Formulation of learning contract
	2 x academic 
	2
	0.5
	
	

	Agreement of learning contract with learner and finalise
	2 x academic 
	1
	1
	
	

	Approval of learning contract
	FAB panel
	2
	2
	
	

	Review/sign off process
	2 x academic
	0.5
	0.5
	
	

	
	
	7
	5.5
	≈ £2,800
	≈ £2,000

	DELIVERY
Tutorial supervision & online support
	1 x academic
	6


	6
	
	

	Existing modules
	
	
	
	Minor additional cost
	

	Assessment of outcomes


	2 x academic
	6
	6
	
	

	Workplace visits (incl. travel)
	1 x academic
	3
	3
	
	

	TOTALS
	
	22
	20.5
	≈ £6,640 per head
	≈ £4,000 per head


*The staff costs in table 4 above are based on FEC for an academic at the top of PL:

· £92k per annum = £2k per week = £400 per day: for example, 0.5 workdays = £200

10.
Conclusions and recommendations
The study indicates that there is significant demand for a work based top-up from Foundation degree to Honours degree. It is recommended that a commitment is made to developing more appropriate and specific progression routes for successful Foundation degree graduates and it is proposed that a work based learning programme based on the findings of this study will offer an appropriate way to support such learners in accessing, and staying in, higher education.
Although there is a wide range of subjects appropriate for such courses, the wine and travel and tourism/leisure industries are prime areas for piloting a work based top-up route. Providers who have expressed interest include Plumpton College (FdA Wine Studies) and CCBH (FdA Travel and Tourism/Hospitality and Event Management). In terms of employers, the Sealife Centre in particular was enthusiastic about a possible pilot, and can identify areas/members of staff within the organisation that would be suitable.
The study shows that the number of learners embarking on a Foundation degree are growing steadily, creating a further demand on already over-subscribed (in some areas) ‘traditional’ top-up courses. The outcomes of discussions with students and employers illustrate the positive interest in a work based top-up. The top-up is particularly suitable for some sectors, as mentioned above, and particularly attractive to mature, non-traditional learners. The top-up is also a potentially lucrative way forward for any institution wishing to expand its provision (and help to fulfil its obligation in terms of offering coherent progression opportunities for this group of learners), while simultaneously working towards fulfilling the government’s agenda with regard to widening participation and employer engagement.
11.    The future
If a pilot is to progress, the following activities are required:

· Bid for further funding to enable pilot to proceed

· Identification of partnership members for pilot programme

· Preparation of work based top-up course outline documentation 

· Preparation of course proposal and validation documentation

· Validation

· Launch pilot with identified partnership
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Action: The Board is asked to comment on the feasibility study and decide whether they wish to support a pilot study in 2007-08.











