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ABSTRACT

Perrin, Hancock and Miller provide a discussion of the distinctive features of negotiated work
based learning frameworks that help capture and develop learning for part-time students who
are professional practitioners. They demonstrate how approaches to teaching, learning and
assessment established in these framewaorks can also be leveraged for programmes aimed at
full-time undergraduate students wishing to engage with ‘real world’ learning. In this way,
full-time students are able to develop the type of professional practice outlooks and skills
redolent of part-time students already in employment. The chapter includes two case studies
of where this has occurred in UK universities and the methods that were used for this type of

internal knowledge transfer.


https://core.ac.uk/display/342671889?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Introduction

Negotiated work based learning frameworks (NWBL) have existed in higher education in the
UK for around 30 years. Thousands of students who are part-time learners at work have
gained undergraduate or postgraduate awards through their study on them (Major, 2016 and
Talbot, 2017). They have involved a particular set of approaches to learning, teaching and
assessment for experienced adult professional practitioners, many of which have been distinct
from the more traditional pedagogic approaches used for students studying on full-time
undergraduate programmes (Wall and Perrin, 2015). Some attempts in recent years have been
made to ‘leverage’ the academic practice deployed on negotiated work based learning
frameworks for other purposes, specifically including the fostering of ‘real world learning’
for full-time undergraduates. The chapter examines how this leveraging can theoretically
happen — and is now also happening in practice — to meet the needs of the economy and wider
society for ‘work-ready’ graduates who are able to apply their learning in real world
scenarios as well as critically reflect on this. Key concepts and issues related to this have

been identified in the associate concept map, below.
<< Insert concept map >>
NWABL: Characteristics

NWABL involves the creation of a distinct andragogic learning culture which is many respects
is different to ‘traditional’, didactic higher education. Philosophically, its starting point is that
much of the knowledge capital in society exists outside of the academy, and resides in
workplaces and with the professionals that work in them (Boud and Symes, 2000; Garnett,
Comerford and Webb 2001; Talbot, 2017). In this respect, it draws its inspiration and
approaches to learning from outside of the academy in large part too, being focused on the

development and enhancement of professional knowledge across a range of practice areas. Its

2



progressive view of education is thus associated with the ideas articulated by Dewey (1897)

concerning the need to integrate learning and experience.

NWBL does not intrinsically relate to a particular subject discipline or set of disciplines, and
is essentially trans-disciplinary in approach (Nicolescu, 2002). Nevertheless, it has common
features wherever it is found that make it distinctive and different to more traditional, didactic

HE. In this respect its key features can be identified as being:

1. academic recognition for work based, experiential learning and associated critical

reflection on this;

2. an andragogic methodology of learning facilitation rather than a pedagogic method of

didactic instruction;

3. personal and professional skill audits to help inform the choice and planning of

development opportunities;

4. enabling participants to negotiate key aspects of their learning in ways that reflect
their area of practice (including their learning outcomes, methods of assessment, and

in some cases, even award titles);

5. the intrinsic and conscious embedding of professional skills and capabilities within

the curriculum;

6. an emphasis on inquiry-based learning, designed to address practical, real-work

problems and issues;

7. acurriculum that is driven by workplace and professional requirements rather than
one pre-configured by the academy according to prevalent academic subject expertise

and interests;



8. assessment that is work-based and/or work-related, allowing artefacts principally

created in and through work to be included for the purposes of academic reward:;

9. the opportunity to recognise, enhance and build on relevant prior learning (whether

certificated or experiential).

Some of these approaches are also used on occasion in more general professional practice
programmes and contexts where NWBL frameworks are not necessarily in operation.
However, NWBL typically brings together all the features above in a unique way and in this
respect exists as an exemplar of how learning can be fostered and captured in HE by using
innovative, non-traditional methods (if modern HE teaching, learning and assessment can be
seen as a spectrum, NWBL occupies one end of it — arguably the most vivid). Indeed, for
similar reasons NWBL frameworks have sometimes been at the forefront of other new
initiatives in HE too such as developments in online and distance learning (Stephenson and
Saxton, 2005). Staff involved in them therefore have a tendency to develop an ideological
cohesion around their educational practice that helps foster distinct communities of practice
around these approaches to teaching, learning and assessment (Talbot, Perrin & Meakin,

2019).

NWBL: Approaches and practices for ‘real world learning’

NWBL is, in essence, based on what has been termed Mode 2 learning rather than Mode 1
learning, ie it is learning largely generated and held in professional contexts that is typically
not aligned to conventional conceptions of academic disciplines (Gibbons et al, 1994). Being
mainly experiential and underpinned by reflective practice, it needs expression outside of
classroom environments — in real world situations and practices. Only then can the interplay

between learning that is taught, and learning that is experienced and applied, be readily
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identified and assimilated. The process of critical reflection is able to reveal this process and

in doing so deepen and enhance the learning further (Brookfield, 1991).

It would be near impossible to draw up an exhaustive list of what this might entail, but typical
examples of the types of knowledge and skill involved from a variety of areas of professional
practice would include: thinking strategically; applying or adapting learning to new contexts;
solving problems so as to create a positive impact; working with other people effectively;
communicating professionally; transcending disagreement or conflict; managing and

delivering specific tasks and projects to schedule; allocating limited resources effectively.

Many if not most of these attributes are difficult to learn outside of professional contexts — for
instance, while a full-time undergraduate student may learn to solve certain types of problems
and be confronted by many of these in formal examinations that test them, problem-solving

in a real work context is a different matter. It is one thing to solve a mathematical problem
but quite another to apply it to an unfamiliar (and possibly changing) context where it
becomes just one factor to consider among many others, such as in a situation of resource

allocation where supply is limited and demand is uncertain.

Because of this, while traditional learning on undergraduate programmes has value, this value
is necessarily limited and constrained. It is only through application and contextualisation in
real world situations that it can be truly tested and where its impact can be assessed in the
round (Boud and Symes, 2000). This is where much traditional HE learning is perceived as
falling short, even vocational learning fostered by Business Schools with ‘work-ready’

graduates very much in mind (Bennis and O’Toole, 2005; Jackson, 2013).

One way in which more traditional programmes aimed at full-time undergraduates can seek
to address this issue is by incorporating methods and approaches developed by staff engaged

in NWBL more widely, most productively by re-writing and re-calibrating undergraduate
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programmes where possible to enable real world learning using these methods. There are a
number of ways in which this can happen — some fundamental and distinctive, others more

subtle.

Some of these methods involve a replication or simulation of real world scenarios and work
processes, often those discussed elsewhere in this book. But others involve learners engaging
at a fundamental level in experiential learning that intrinsically involves the principles and
practices of NWBL. For this to happen, learners need to have access to experiential learning
opportunities and this can happen in a variety of ways — through part-time work, through
volunteering or through placement opportunities arranged by the university itself (Helyer and

Lee, 2014).

Significant examples of ways this can happen include the following:

1. Introduction of learning agreements: learning agreements (or contracts) can be used to
allow learners flexibility in terms of curriculum design. This can exist at both at a programme
level and at a module level (such as where there are negotiated learning opportunities like
work based projects). A particular curriculum may involve a number of pre-determined
modules, but may allow flexibility in terms of other academic credit so as to enable the
reward of situated, experiential learning that is negotiated between students, tutors and —
where relevant — employers. Learning agreements are designed to empower students to see
the workplace as both the site of knowledge generation and the motor-force for designing the
‘real world’ curriculum and so constitute an important way of facilitating this within HE

(Knowles, 1986; Stephenson and Laycock, 1993; Major, 2016; Talbot, 2017).

2. Use of skills audit and programme planning modules: these are designed to enable
learners to develop an awareness of their personal and professional development, their

progress in this regard, and the opportunities that can be identified for future enhancement
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and academic reward. In addition, they often encourage students to uncover their preferences
and filters through engagement with concepts such as learning styles and personality type,
helping students develop a consideration of what Eraut has described as personal knowledge
(2010). These processes can then feed into the curriculum design itself to address gaps in
skills and knowledge while building on — and enhancing — identified preferences. The results
of these processes will typically vary from student to student and will form the basis of the
creation of the negotiated curriculum and the personalised learning agreement that captures

this in HE (Willis, 2008; Talbot, 2017).

3. Integration of WBL project modules into the curriculum: many if not most NWBL
frameworks use ‘shell’ or ‘template’ modules which are characterised by generic aims,
learning outcomes and assessment methods, and which can then be customised for specific
circumstances by learners. This typically involves work based projects, or else experiential
learning which may cross-cut individual projects but relate to a learning theme (such as
presentation skills or effective web-design). This approach encourages learners to specifically
relate their real world experiential learning to academic process and development, and allows

the conferment of academic credit for this (Little and Brennan, 1996).

4. Systematic integration of reflective practice into the curriculum: there is a huge body
of literature on the use of reflective practice for educational purposes and NWBL uses this as
a key method for surfacing deep learning and tacit knowledge (Raelin, 2008). This can be
embedded not just in work based experiential learning such as project modules or similar, but
also those instances where students take learning that has sometimes been introduced in more
traditional ways (marketing, resource allocation, etc) and then learn more deeply by applying
this learning and critically reflecting on the learning processes and achievements (Talbot,

2017).



5. Embedding opportunities for the recognition of prior experiential learning, where
relevant: allowing room in the curriculum for germane experiential learning also opens up
the possibility of allowing students with considerable prior workplace experience and
learning to claim credit for this and to deepen the learning by reflecting on it. Opportunity for
this in traditional HE courses is often limited because work based experiential learning is
‘messy’ (Raelin, 2008) and does not often map easily into pre-determined module learning
outcomes. However, incorporating shell modules such as work based projects into the
curriculum allows students to compile claims, where relevant, for their prior experiential
learning and in doing so draw parallels and meaning from this and their more formal taught

learning (Perrin and Helyer, 2015).

Incorporation of assessment methods typical to NWBL programmes: thus enabling students
to integrate artefacts and activities linked to the workplace as a legitimate means of
demonstrating knowledge and capability. This could range from physical artefacts such as
reports produced, or digital media created, through to assessment of presentations given to
work colleagues. These can be used towards the notional word count of modules and can
allow learners to see the academic relevance and currency of workplace learning (Boud,

2000; Brodie and Irving, 2007; Talbot, 2017).

Case Studies of Real World Learning

There are clearly a variety of ways in which ‘leveraging’ of NWBL approaches can occur and
we explore two case studies of where this has been happening in practice. Both of these are
from universities with well-known NWBL frameworks and which have had sizeable numbers
of students across a wide range of professional practice areas — and for many years. Staff

involved in the facilitation of learning and assessment on them have built up considerable
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expertise in these fields and have developed genuine communities of academic practice
(Workman and Garnett, 2009; Major, Meakin and Perrin, 2011) that have helped foster and

disseminate these practices — including internally at the universities concerned.

For over two decades the Centre for Work Related Studies (CWRS) at the University of
Chester and what became the Institute for Work Based Learning (IWBL) at Middlesex
University have been prominent exponents of NWBL in HE. Both have recruited significant
numbers of students (typically with over a thousand part-time learners at any one time in each
case), and have developed their NWBL expertise in a wide range of fields ranging from
business and management, through to health and education (Talbot, Perrin and Meakin,
2019). They have also disseminated their practice in developing pioneering approaches to
experiential learning, negotiated learning and prior learning among others (Garnett, Costley

and Workman, 2009; Perrin, Weston, Brodie, Thompson, 2010; Talbot, 2017).

On a practical level — and driven by what could be called an ideological commitment to these
types of HE learning — this has sometimes involved assisting other universities develop their
own WBL frameworks. Latterly, this has also involved helping full-time undergraduate
courses address the criticism that they are not producing ‘job-ready’ graduates and are not
fully enabling students to claim academic reward for learning outside of traditional pedagogic
environments. In each instance, the universities concerned have leveraged the skills and
knowledge of their staff involved in NWBL to create alternative learning opportunities that

can be embedded in full-time undergraduate curricula.

The first case study is from Chester, where the university developed the Work Based and
Integrative Studies framework (WBIS) from 1998 onwards, housed and managed in the
Centre for Work Related Studies. Over a period of years, CWRS worked closely with Chester

Business School in the University to recalibrate the undergraduate offer for full-time business
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and management students, including those in specific fields such as events management and
tourism management. The case study below explores one of the main ways in which this has

been approached.

Real World Learning Case Study 1: Leveraging NWBL in the Business School at the

University of Chester (Connie Hancock)

What follows is a discussion relating to applied research that was undertaken in the Business
School make provision for a partnership approach with business to support pragmatic
assessment and formal acknowledgement of skills and learning acquisition gleaned through a
twelve month undergraduate industrial placement for full-time students. This used many of
the principles and approaches to learning, teaching and assessment developed within the

University’s negotiated work based learning framework.

There were 1.77 million undergraduate students, according to HESA, that were studying at
UK institutions 2017-18, the majority of whom will amass significant debt towards securing
a first rung on the career ladder. It is seen as an essential responsibility of higher education to
prepare and equipped these graduates for the work-place environment (CBI, 2009; Jackson
and Chapman, 2012). Nevertheless, embedding real world business skills into a business
degree programme and immersing undergraduates in the authentic, dynamic world of
business is acknowledged as providing a source of challenge in HE (Rowe et al, 2018). In
response to this, institutions, practitioners and theorists alike see work related placements and
experiential, career focused learning as fostering an informed approach to students’ career
planning and thinking (Wilson 2012; Morley, 2018). To this end, business undergraduates at
Chester, having completed the first two years of their degree programme, are now offered the
opportunity to undertake an experiential learning placement year in industry, either in the UK

or abroad.
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The Business School has cultivated a range of relationships with external businesses and
organisations with the objective of building sustainable links for mutually beneficial
partnerships. Assessment of student placement activities drove dialogue with placement
providers and led to opportunities for research into client and student needs and the

development of an innovative approach to assessing experiential learning.

Sandwich placements and internships provide experiential interventions that make provision
for the application of formal learning in a pragmatic, work-related environment (Paglis
Dwyer, 2013; Edwards, 2014). The methodology through which this work related
experiential learning is assessed is a formal, academic system that lays greater emphasis on
the formulating of the experience into what is an accepted traditional academic assignment
that obscures the action orientation of the workplace. At Chester Business School, making
provision for an assessment methodology that permits a more work-related, attitudinal, action
and behavioural focused exploration of the student’s performance as an employee in a work
based environment, has been a challenge. It is this objective to align relevant assessment

with student outputs in an industrial setting that prompted this research.

The interviewing by staff of 64 Chester Business School Sandwich Placement Students and
58 Workplace supervisors over the course of the industrial placement year 2017-18, enabled
the development of an innovative ‘Action Portfolio” as the key point of assessment for

experiential learning.

Student placements aid the acquisition of attributes, responses, behaviours, competencies and
skills likely to significantly impact on student career insight (Edwards, 2014; Major, 2016).
Placements secure links between institution and external agencies and organisations and
support and build student competencies that aren’t simply connected to career and

employability development (Boud, Keogh and Walker, 1985; Edwards, 2014).
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Undergraduates returning post-industrial placement at Chester, displayed and referred to

personal achievement systematically, with these typical responses:

“l have delivered presentations and co-ordinated so many events and talks that nothing fazes
me now. | can present to anyone and any number. | feel | have gained confidence for myself.”

Student A

“l knew what was needed and | was confident that | could deliver.” Student B

“I know | can handle things now and I didn’t know that before.” Student C

Whilst the development of such core skills are key in the development of work ready
graduates, the assessment of these outcomes are typically formal and inert in HE, with
students being required to demonstrate their academic articulation as opposed to work
competence. A lack of scholarly dexterity in the formulation of an assessment, does not
necessarily correlate with the level of performance in the work focused environment. The
relevant assessment of experiential learning is vital in establishing work related
competencies, responsiveness in the workplace, the capacity to undertake appropriate actions
and carry out key tasks, and as such it should not simply be associated with demonstrating
academic prowess. Therein lay the challenge faced by Chester Business School. The data
from our study indicated that high performing interns were not necessarily reflecting their

work related competencies to a commensurate level in written format.

Following an analysis of the interviews and subsequent findings of the data gleaned from
both students and work place supervisor respondents, the Sandwich Placement Support Team
set about designing a new assessment that would empower students to more effectively

demonstrate high level work place experiential learning.
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An Action Portfolio emerged from this study as a methodology of students being able to

effectively communicate workplace experiential competencies. The portfolio consists of

components established through research with placement providers, tutors and student interns

and draws on approaches from the University’s WBIS framework for part-time learners. This

includes many of the nine key characteristics of NWBL listed above. In this way,

comprehensive analysis of the data emanating from the study led to the establishment of a six

component Action Portfolio that is student and employer centred:

A Learning Agreement consisting of ten learning objectives set after commencement
of the placement via triangulated discussion between workplace supervisor, tutor and
student intern. This sets the context for the mapping of the experiential learning
journey; what skills and competencies the student has acquired and how they have
been secured. Additions and amendments to the learning objectives may be recorded
and discussed as the placement trajectory progresses. This component of the portfolio
makes provision for planned and unplanned experiential learning and minimises the
role of the tutor. Placement provider and student are best placed through an
understanding of role and responsibility to draw up the learning objectives. The

tutor’s role is one of facilitation in this process.

Two workplace observations of the intern, with two pre- and post-observational
discussions carried out by the supporting tutor where the application of formal
learning to a practical task is considered by the student. Both of these ‘observations’
are documented and included in the final portfolio as evidence of learning, with
annotations by the student and when appropriate and available, the workplace

supervisor.
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Two feedback sessions with the workplace supervisor, with each of these discussions
set into a report format that is either written by the supervisor or captured by the
supporting tutor. This narrative may include any performance ratings, personal
development reviews and skills audits, comments on progress or simply general
comments and observations on the student’s contribution to the organisation. These

feedback sessions may take place at the time of the workplace observations.

Delivery of a presentation within a ‘mid-term conference’, taking place, as the name
suggests, half way through their placement. The presentation is delivered to
workplace representatives, Level 4 students who — the following year — will be
applying for Sandwich Placements, and current Level 5 students who will be currently
making applications. The presentation deals with placement acquisition, organisation,
and role, learning to date, negotiated learning objectives and how this learning will be
utilised. Together with the question and answer phase, the presentation is recorded

for portfolio submission and post-event critical reflection.

A critically reflective commentary on practice that is underpinned with supporting
academic references and evidence in the appendix. Supporting evidence of action,
workplace output and competency level, may be included with organisational

approval.

Two curriculum vitae are required to form a component of the portfolio; one from
the time of application of the placement and the other written at the time of placement
completion. This inclusion, together with an annotated comparison of the two,
emphasises the skills audit element helping to identify the ‘transformation’ taken

place during the twelve month industrial placement.
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The Action Portfolio components are mapped to employer needs in the business environment
and research undertaken with students and tutors. This assessment strategy was deployed as
a way of assessing students in the academic year 2018-2019 with significant success and
resulted in an 18% increase in marks awarded to placement students. The external examiner
acknowledged the results of this innovative assessment methodology and the organisations
continue to be involved in the partnership to empower interns to demonstrate experiential

learning.

The second case study is from Middlesex University and examines the creation of the
University’s volunteering module for full-time undergraduates. This utilises the negotiated
and experiential learning approach specifically developed in the University’s work based

learning framework for professional practitioners.

Real World Learning Case Study 2: Middlesex University ‘Volunteering module’ (Ruth

Miller)

Opportunities for real world and work based learning have a significant contribution to make
in developing the employability and transferable skills that are now required outcomes for all
graduates through the UK Teaching Excellence Framework (Department of Education, 2017).
Although professional degrees such as nursing and social work already involve well-
developed work placements these are primarily for the enhancement and assessment of
specific skills and competencies. More flexible work based modules can provide an
opportunity for students to develop (and have recognition for) wider personal, professional

and transferable attributes valued by employers and society.

During the recent re-validation of the negotiated work based programmes for part-time
professional practitioners within the School of Health and Education at Middlesex University,

the work based project and professional development modules were specifically validated so
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they could also be applied within full-time undergraduate degree programmes. This
opportunity has been recently adopted in the newly validated BSc Mental Health Nursing
degree where a small 15 credit work based project module has been adapted to offer an
‘expansive learning’ option called a ‘work based volunteering activity’ during year 2 of the
programme (see Fig 1 for module learning outcomes). This option requires students to
undertake — or draw on existing — volunteer work, negotiate specific activities via a learning
agreement and critically discuss the learning gained to inform their own professional
development. It provides a real world opportunity for students to develop the graduate
attributes now required of all Middlesex University graduates, in particular being ‘ethically
informed and taking social responsibility’, ‘being culturally competent’ and ‘effective team

players’ (Middlesex University Graduate Attributes 2018/19).

Whereas in their formal placements students are primarily required to apply their theoretical
nursing knowledge to their developing practice, in this module they are extracting learning
out of their practice and applying this back to their wider, developing, professional
understanding. Many of the teaching and learning strategies developed to support
professionals at work to reflect on and recognise their WBL (as in the nine key characteristic
of NWBL above) are being applied to support these full-time undergraduates. In particular,
critical reflection on their practice (both reflection in-action and on-action) has become key to
maximising their learning. For example, asking structured questions about their own
practice, both when things are not going well (Why was that an issue? What problem solving
techniques did I use to address that issue?) and when they are going well (Who did | have to
engage with to make that happen and How did the way | communicate facilitate that
exchange?). Although the depth and level of criticality will vary depending on the academic
level required, this type of structured reflection is useful for all students undertaking practice

learning.
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The learning outcomes of the module are assessed through a professional portfolio requiring
students to provide evidence of the activities they have engaged in as well as a critical
reflection on how these activities are developing both their theoretical understanding and
their broad, professional skills. They are especially encouraged to consider their
development within a wider social context and to provide an action plan of how they will
develop these skills further. Rowe and Zegwaard (2017) stress the importance of appropriate
assessment activities to support employability outcomes and this type of portfolio assessment

is flexible and relevant to students in a wide range of volunteering situations.

Other undergraduates can be encouraged to engage meaningfully in volunteering work by
having their efforts recognised through such a module. Opportunities certainly exist within
the University for student voice leaders (representatives) and students’ union officers to

develop graduate attributes and gain credit in this way.

Fig 1: ‘Work based Volunteering activity’ Module learning outcomes:

On completion of this module, the successful student will be able to:

e Apply theoretical knowledge gained through volunteering activity to own
professional practice and demonstrate an appreciation of the wider context of health

and wellbeing.

This module will call for the successful student to demonstrate:

e Effective engagement and communication with relevant stakeholders.

e Reflection on activity outcomes and critical evaluation of own practice to inform

professional development and action plan.
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Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that universities have incentives to work across perceived
‘silos’ and that there are clear advantages to drawing on the expertise developed through
professional practice programmes of negotiated learning. This can enhance the overall
learning experience for full-time undergraduate students striving for engagement that can in
some ways reflect ‘real world’ issues, and who can then use this for professional
development purposes. The challenge is often in building the type of internal culture that can
enable this knowledge transfer to occur within the HE organisation. In particular, it requires
academic managers and teaching staff to be receptive to ‘non-traditional’ forms of HE and to
work openly with colleagues on this basis. This involves re-appraisal very often of their own
role as academics, challenging the status and practices associated with the narrow and

didactic ‘subject specialism’ that has often been one of the hallmarks of HE.

Useful ways of enabling this in practice have included workshop sessions that have
showcased the type of approaches used on WBIS at Chester and the WBL framework at
Middlesex, together with opportunities for those who have only previously engaged with
traditional programmes to get involved with shadowing staff who are specialists in the
facilitation and assessment of NWBL (as a method rather than as a subject). These
approaches are anticipated priorities for NWBL academic managers and would-be

practitioners.
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Our two case studies show that where such mindsets exist this can indeed be done — and with

positive results for students.
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