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1.0 Introduction

The West Yorkshire Lifelong Learning Network (WYLLN) was established in 2007 with the aim:  “To strengthen the performance of West Yorkshire businesses and the wider regional economy through improved vocational and work-based progression of young people and adults into and through higher education”.
WYLLN was a partnership of higher education institutions, further education colleges and other strategic organisations throughout West Yorkshire. To support its aims and objectives WYLLN established 7 sector groups to reflect the strategic priorities of the region.

The Leadership, Management, Innovation and Enterprise (LMIE) sector group was led by Wakefield College.
Early in the history of the group an interest in learning more about employer based training was expressed by the group. As a result a project was commissioned to consider the implications of employer based accreditation processes for both employers and universities in the West Yorkshire region using CMS consultancy who kindly volunteered, as a vehicle for this.

This report is a summary of some of the key messages from this project.     

2.0 The EBTA process
The Employer Based Training Accreditation model was developed by Foundation Degree Forward as a method of involving more universities in developing methods of accrediting company in-house training. The following statement from the FdF EBTA website outlines the process.
Our starting point is to understand your business, where your business is going, and your aspirations for developing your people.  Thereafter it is about supporting your organisation to enhance and build upon the training that you already provide for your workforce to ensure that your people fully gain from their training.

Following an initial scoping visit, you have the opportunity to be supported by a trained EBTA consultant who will gain an overview of your training and provide you with a report detailing the potential of your in-house training for accreditation, in such a way as it fits with your wider aspirations and strategy for workforce development.  Should you wish to proceed with accreditation, we will support you in identifying a preferred university partner.  Currently over 30 universities are signed up to offer this service through EBTA.

EBTA has supported organisations of varying sizes, in both the private and public sectors such as TESCO, Jewson, Marshall Aerospace, Flybe and East Lancashire Chamber of Commerce.
Following the Comprehensive Spending Review, funding for FdF was curtailed and FdF will cease operations on 31 July 2011. The future of the EBTA service is currently uncertain.
3.0 Lessons from the employer
The CMS Experience

We began our EBTA journey with mixed emotions, a great deal of enthusiasm with a sprinkling of apprehension. For some considerable time we had been searching for the right accreditation of our management development programmes, accreditation that would not compromise the bespoke nature of their design; the opportunity offered through EBTA appeared to be exactly what we had been looking for. However, the approval process meant sharing with an external body those things which previously had remained within the confines of our organisation, a situation that always causes a little unease even for the most confident.

The process to be followed was clearly laid out, the outcomes required by both parties was known and agreed at the outset. The great unknown was how the coming together of two organisations with different cultures, backgrounds and history would work. It is this aspect that has provided the greatest learning for the CMS team.

Within the process there were three points at which our provision would be reviewed and “tested” for suitability for university accreditation:

1. An initial scoping exercise by EBTA - the purpose of which was to identify our suitability to participate in the EBTA project. Outcome a recommendation to move to the next stage.

2. A more detailed review carried out by an EBTA consultant. At this point the consultant looked at a range of recently delivered management programmes to gauge the level and quality of learning delivered to clients. The outcome of this appraisal was a recommendation that we should be seeking master’s level accreditation for our programmes. He was also charged with helping us find a university partner.

3. A full review of our provision carried out by our chosen partner university, the University of Bradford. A further in depth review of our provision to inform them of the level and quality of our work before both sides made a final decision to go ahead with the collaboration. Happily their findings were extremely positive and we began working together towards the joint goal – accreditation of CMS Consultancy management programmes by the University of Bradford at master’s level.

Key to moving forward with the project was the assurance from the University of Bradford that we would not be required to change who we were nor the bespoke, client focused, nature of our work. CMS’ success is based on designing development programmes to meet client needs. Our starting point is always the organisation’s required outcomes; we then design the right solution using the body of knowledge available. Our perception was that in higher education the starting point was the body of knowledge. It appeared that we were about the application of knowledge and that higher education was about knowledge per se, through research and the teaching, a subtle difference but one that could have caused difficulties in our working together. Happily this did not prove to be a barrier; the University of Bradford assured us that they would put together a framework that ensured their needs re academic standards and our requirements re client needs were both met. Together we developed broad outcomes that would ensure academic rigour, meet master’s level quality standards whilst allowing us to design bespoke client focused programmes. A win win situation.

Language and terminology proved one of the most difficult areas for us. We happily talked in joint meetings about outcomes, modules and assignments thinking all the while that we were talking about the same thing. We had some long convoluted discussions within our own CMS team trying and failing to bring the whole package together. Eventually we realised that how we would write an outcome was not how the Higher Education sector wrote outcomes, what we each understood to be a module was not the same thing either, and that we were expecting assignments to be far more formal than the University required. Once this realisation came about then everything started to fall in to place. 

The most difficult area has proved to be the collaboration agreement, simply because of the great differences in our organisations. The university has worked very hard to produce an agreement that works for collaboration with an organisation much smaller than they usually have such agreements with. However, one area of the agreement still causing difficulty is the university recognising that as a much smaller organisation the levels of insurance we require are much less than those of the university. We are certain this will be resolved very soon.

The whole experience has been very positive and much enjoyed, the little apprehension we had at the beginning of the project soon disappeared as we worked together to ensure a successful outcome for both parties.

4.0 Lessons from the University.
 The University of Bradford experience.

Once it was decided that CMS would collaborate with the University to accredit their programmes the process moved forward with ease.

The first stage was a scoping stage where after a detailed examination of CMS’s course material that the level of training being delivered was at post graduate level and the University would explore with CMS mapping the training programmes onto the Post Graduate Professional Studies framework.

Post Graduate Professional Studies framework.

The programme offers employees of a business, industry or organisations, regionally and nationally, a progression suite of Post Graduate work based learning (WBL) programmes at Masters (‘M’ Level). This suite of programmes will not only  offer awards within a coherent progression framework but will also offer the opportunity for you to achieve the  Accreditation or Prior Learning (APL) and Prior Experiential Learning {AP(E)L} as well as offering options for Advanced Standing (AS) entry onto the suite of  programmes.

The suite of programmes include engaging in a flexible and spontaneous way with employers so that the WBL programmes are viewed within a partnership focus so as to promote and enable negotiated outcomes (from the WBL study programmes) which are beneficial to employees and their sponsoring organisation, and will be combined with clear and specific outcomes  from the programme.  The programme offers customised and focussed learning so as to promote organisation led initiatives, projects and reports.

The flexibility identified above it is suggested could be extended to the name of the ‘subject’ within each award, i.e. PgDip Professional Studies (Management)

AP(E)L is an important feature of the Postgraduate Framework, therefore it is possible for candidates to study at either Postgraduate Certificate or Diploma stage.

Mapping

It was therefore proposed to accredit and articulate CMS training against the MSc Professional Studies offered by School of Lifelong Education and Development of the University.  The programme flexibility enables an accommodation of variations on the themes of leadership that CMS were seeking.

The excellent cooperation of staff of CMS facilitated a very smooth process of mapping a typical CMS training programme onto the Post Graduate framework.  

The Postgraduate programme was modified slightly to accommodate the greater flexibility required for the programme.

The nature of the programme allows for the taught part of the postgraduate award to be delivered by CMS via their training programme.  This will be assessed according to the module descriptors of the framework.  This provides a very cost effective mode of delivery of the programme.

Accreditation Process

As the CMS was mapped onto an existing programme the academic approval process was straightforward. Also the support received from CMS enabled a smooth passage of the collaborative approval process which recognised CMS as a collaborative partner of the University.

The one area that has caused problems has been drawing up a contract.  The main cause of this was that this is the first time that the University had entered into this form of arrangement.  Several meetings took place before a contract could be agreed.  This has caused the University to produce a series of pro forma contracts to cover several types of collaboration.

WYLLN/Escalate

The support from WYLLN and the Escalate project (hefce funded project to widen employer engagement for the University) has been very helpful in facilitation this process.

Progression

Successful candidates on the PgCert route can progress on to the PgCert and then the MSc at the University. Also for those candidates who received AP(E)L for the PgCert stage and were successful on the PgDip can progress onto the MSc at the University.

 Lessons learnt from the university perspective are:
1. The importance of academically approved frameworks to accredit in-company training programmes

2. Time spent developing a strong relationship with the employer so all partners are fully aware of all the issues in the process.

3. Start the contract discussions earlier in the process.

4. There are cost implications for all partners in in the accreditation of the training programme.
5.0 Conclusions/ Recommendations.

The main conclusions drawn from this project are that the accreditation of employer based learning is possible but that both parties need to be fully committed to the process and there needs to be increased understanding of the barriers and how these can be overcome before this approach can gain widespread use.

One of the main barriers identified was the length of time involved in gaining accreditation. This was reduced once the University of Bradford had been identified as a partner, but progress had been slow up until this point.

Secondly there needs to be better understanding of the capabilities of small businesses by universities and university processes need to be revised to accommodate the needs of smaller companies.

Finally, another issue highlighted from the project was the financial cost of gaining accreditation and this will need to be reviewed in the light of the current economic climate and also in the light of the forthcoming financial change on the HE following the Browne Review of Higher Education.

In conclusion this project has shown that where there is willingness on both sides, accreditation can be achieved for the benefit of all parties, but especially the work based learners, who should be at the centre of the process. 
