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Introduction

The Sussex Learning Network in keeping with all LLNs is committed to providing opportunities for vocational learners to progress in and through higher education. The former is being achieved by focussing, in the main, on developing access to existing and new Foundation degrees in the seven curriculum areas. The latter by establishing progression agreements that enables students to move between courses / qualifications and providers in Sussex. Part of these agreements will build progression from sub degree to honours in the subject areas. In some areas this already exists but in others, as this attached proposal indicates, it is problematic.

Feasibility study

This proposal came as a result of discussion between the SLN and the Collaborative Training Centre of the University of Brighton. At this stage it is proposed to run a feasibility study that would rigorously explore the assumptions underpinning the support and hence demand for this type of provision from learners, providers and employers.

It offers Sussex an option that tailors learning to the needs of individuals and their workplace. Moreover it tests out the wish of students who have or are studying Foundation Degrees to participate in further study. In this sense it can be viewed as a contribution to continuing professional development.

The feasibility study would also look at the relevance of this to the particular sectors the SLN curriculum. 

If the proposal is approved it doesn’t provide a guarantee of further funding. It is anticipated that the outcome of the study would be used as a basis for a further proposal from the SLN or possibly other sources. This might lead to a pilot in 2007-08. 

In his recent speech, on the 14th September to the annual conference of Universities UK Alan Johnson commented:-

“Learning should be more responsive to employees and employers. This may mean a move away from traditional course and campus structures, and a move towards more credit based modules which support progression –without damaging standards”. 

He saw this as being achieved by:-

“offering more part time courses; increasing their use of technology; and using a wider range of virtual and physical institutions”.

This proposal would enable us to go some way to explore that possibility in the context of vocational learning.
Feasibility study for the provision of work-based degree top-ups

Context

With the recent growth of Foundation Degrees (FDs) there is continuing discussion about the continuum of learning opportunities for successful graduates from these courses, particularly given the current lack of alternatives to progression onto ‘traditional’ degree pathways.  There is much debate about successful transition from the FD ethos to that found on the majority of university based honours degree courses; key issues include the mode of learning (eg classroom and laboratory based versus work related learning) and the transition to the more analytical nature of honours degrees.  These issues are compounded by the desire to permit progression onto the final year of an honours degree which leads to a very short transition period if students are to be successful in exploiting their capabilities.

The University of Brighton, through its Collaborative Training Centre (CTC), 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 is working (within their employment), the academic rigour within those, 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.

It is considered 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.  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 and/or work experience.

In summary this 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 Project
We are currently seeking funds to undertake a feasibility study, to be undertaken in collaboration with the SLN, which will:

· Test the hypothesis that the target groups of learners exist through interactions with those studying FDs and those who have successfully completed FDs and are now in the work place.
· 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 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.

· Determine the nature of existing provision for the target group of learners through interaction with other providers. 

· 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.

This will result in the following outcomes:
· A measure of the magnitude of the target group of learners.

· Validation that suitable, well matched progression routes are not currently available for these learners and that a demand for such a route exists.

· Validation that employer support is in place and clarification of the likely nature of this support (financial, release from work, etc)

· A framework for individual learning contract development and approval.
· Submission for ‘Course Outline Approval’ from the University of Brighton
· A cost and fee structure that ensures sustainability.

· A bid for further funding to enable development of a pilot in 2007/08, assuming that other outcomes are positive.  

Outline Costs

1 FTE Academic Time for 6 months (inc. On Costs)

£24,000

Administrative Support





£1,000

Project Management 10 days @ £400 per day


£4,000

Travel 







£1,000

Total







£30,000

For decision
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The Board is asked to approve funding for the attached feasibility study











SLN Board meeting 04.10.2006

