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e-Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (e-APEL)

Overview of Project

1. Background

The University of Derby, in common with many other universities in the UK, is seeing rapid growth in demand for its Learning Through Work (LTW) programmes.  The enrolment target was 830 in 2005/6 and was exceeded.  For 2006/7 the target is 1165.  This growth in demand comes not only from individuals who wish to combine work and study but also from employers who are coming to see it as a highly beneficial form of staff development.  


85 to 90 percent of individual learners applying for LTW also want recognition and Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL).  The University’s process for APEL, which closely follows the Guidelines on the accreditation of prior learning from the Quality Assurance Agency
, is a largely manual one at present.  Two factors are placing a strain on this process.

· The current system for APEL cannot easily be scaled up to meet the increase in demand.

· Much of the work required by APEL needs to be undertaken before the potential student makes a commitment to study and pays any fees.


The situation in our partner HEI, the University of Wolverhampton, is similar.  They too operate a manual APEL system and are also finding it hard to meet the increasing demand.

2. Aims and Objectives


The e-APEL project will use e-learning technologies to automate aspects of the process and enhance the service offered to LTW students.  Specifically it will:

· use e-assessment technology to allow potential students to self assess their prior experiential learning and receive an indication of the credit they might be able to claim;

· gather additional information from potential students to enable a well informed discussion to take place with an APEL academic advisor;

· guide and support LTW applicants in the compiling of their APEL claim using e-portfolio services.


By allowing potential students to self assess their prior experiential learning the cost of advising individuals on the likely outcome of an APEL claim are largely alleviated.  They will also gain knowledge and understanding of how APEL works.


The proposed e-APEL system will also help students to secure employer support and sponsorship.  Employers will be able to review the outcome of the process and see evidence of their employee’s relevant experience and commitment to study.  


e-APEL will give both the employer and the prospective student a clearer idea of the level at which the employee is working and the likely weight that could be attributed to relevant experiential learning.  It will highlight current gaps in capability and provide clearer insight into the new knowledge and skills that could be acquired to underpin career progression, so adding value to the human capital of companies.


Lack of employer knowledge and understanding of APEL is a barrier to the wider uptake of APEL and LTW.  By making the APEL process more transparent and by incorporating opportunities for employers to participate, e-APEL will directly benefit employers too by supporting them in a cost-effective and flexible form of staff development.  The services that the e-APEL project will develop are designed to be flexible enough to be applied to in-company education and training programmes.

3. Overall Approach


Learning Through Work is built upon an individual action plan underpinned by a learning contract.  This makes it highly configurable to the interests of the employee-student and the requirements of their job.  It has particular appeal to Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) since it can provide relevant staff development without the need for the SME to establish a staff development programme of its own.  The main organisational overhead is born by the educational institution.  e-APEL is relevant to every type of work environment but the focus for this project is on SMEs who have been deliberately chosen as being both the most challenging test bed for the e-APEL process and the client group where the perceived need is greatest.


Our first industry partners for this programme, Manchester Solutions has been chosen for the following reasons.

· The University of Derby has a well established working relationship with it

· Manchester Solutions works primarily with SMEs for whom it provide a range of education, training and advisory services

· It will provide an effective route to a large number of SMEs with a potential interest in LTW and APEL.


Our second industry partner, Small Firms Enterprise Development Initiative (SFEDI), also has established links with the University and brings:

· over a decade of experience researching and promoting the learning and development needs of entrepreneurs

· detailed understanding of the National Occupational Standards it has developed for people starting and developing small businesses

· an established network of stakeholders and partners that include the major small business membership organisations, key intermediary bodies (such as those for accountancy and banking), enterprise and training agencies, business support organisations and Government departments and agencies.


Manchester Solutions will focus on IT and the creative media.  There is an established collaborative partnership between the University of Derby and Manchester Solutions for the delivery of LTW to employers in these sectors.  Significant growth in demand for skills in these areas is being stimulated by the BBC’s relocation to Greater Manchester in 2010.  


SFEDI will focus on business enterprise and entrepreneurship.  As the agency recognised by government for the development and promotion of occupational standards for owners and managers of small businesses SFEDI also recognises the need for an e-APEL service which could support its work, and that of its stakeholders and partners, to raise standards.


The Universities of Derby and Wolverhampton are currently working together on an FDTL project applying e-portfolios to personal development planning.  This project uses the Wolverhampton-developed e-portfolio tool PebblePad which is also being used on a number of JISC funded projects.  The e-APEL project will build on this collaboration and benefit from the University of Wolverhampton’s substantial e-portfolio experience.


The University of Wolverhampton has a significant and growing work-based learning programme offered through a wide range of Foundation Degrees.  It is also experiencing a sharp increase in demand for APEL.  The participation of Wolverhampton in the project will help to ensure that the project outcomes have relevance to the wider HE sector.


The project will run for two years from September 2006 and will be led by the University of Derby.  The new tools and services will be tested initially by the University of Derby and then, three to five months later, by the University of Wolverhampton and participating SMEs              co-ordinated by Derby and supported by the two industry partners.


Since the JOSEPH project from the University of Nottingham, in which the University of Derby is a partner, has also been funded, the two project will be able to offer added value through collaboration.  The JOSEPH project will be developing a personalisable e-portfolio system based on a ServiceOriented Architecture (SOA).  e-APEL will work with JOSEPH to create a second version of the e-APEL system built on the Nottingham e-portfolio service.
4. Project Outputs


The project will develop, deliver and test two main services.

APEL credit estimation service (”The Estimator”)

This service will seek to give potential students a chance to self-assess the credit they are likely to receive for their prior experiential learning together with their prior certificated learning.  Anyone will be able to self-register and work through the online process to receive an indication of the credit (level and amount) they might claim for their prior experiential learning.  The service will be underpinned by an assessment engine and will proceed through a series of multiple choice questions.  Users will be able to share the outcome of the process with their employers with a view to obtaining support and sponsorship for subsequent study.


A secondary function of the Estimator is to enable the preparation of a report on a potential student that can be called up by a member of the APEL team so that an informed discussion can take place about the options open to the enquirer.  To this end additional information would be collected as part of the self assessment process.  The output of the Estimator would be placed in an e-portfolio created for the enquirer.

APEL claim support service (”The Claim Service”)


The Estimator will provide an estimation of credit only and will not replace the accreditation process mandated by the QAA.  The current process for claiming credit is normally based on a portfolio detailing the learning activities that the applicant has undertaken and incorporating their reflections on them.  The Claim Service will bring together a range of online tools and services to help the applicant assemble their claim and submit it via an e-portfolio.  The Claim Service will provide better access to some of the currently used facilities, such as case studies, the UfI LearnDirect Learning Contract Development Tool, online learning resources developed by University of Derby LTW tutors and one to one personal support.  It will also add some new facilities such as the ability to find other applicants with similar interests and then support the group to collaborate on the development of individual claims.  The aim will be to support the emergence of self-organising communities of practice which can then continue through to LTW programmes.  Employers will be able to participate in the Claim Service by validating their employees’ accounts and commenting on their experiential learning achievements.


A Web Services approach will be adopted with individual service elements designed to be accessed from multiple environments.  The project will however also develop a portal for delivering the above services with the ability to customise to reflect the needs of enquirers, applicants, employers, HEI staff and service partners.  This will be an important facility for creating an APEL/LTW community of practice that engages current and future stakeholders.

A further way in which the e-APEL system will help to signpost further learning needs will be by relating diagnostic findings to National Occupational Standards (NOS).  For entrepreneurs this would be the new SFEDI Business Enterprise standards that were approved by the National Occupational Standards Board in June 2006.  Those whose claim is wholly or partially related to starting or running a small business will be able to access an online version of the SFEDI standards and an additional tool “BITE” (Business Improvement Tool for Entrepreneurs). 

The two main components of the e-APEL system (Estimator and Claim Service) map to the Assessment and e-Portfolio services of the e-Framework respectively.  The e-Framework Assessment service is relatively undeveloped and we would look to support further work on it as part of the project.  We see this project as being particularly helpful to the development of assessment within the e-Framework as it will help to build an appreciation of the broader range of situations in which assessment can be applied.  Estimator will be documented as an                     e-Framework Reference Model.


More work has been conducted on the e-Framework e-Portfolio service and we would seek to ensure that our development is fully congruent with it.  Since the JOSEPH project from Nottingham is being funded, e-APEL will also be able to play a significant role in helping further developments in the e-Framework e-Portfolio space.
5. Project Outcomes


The project will directly benefit students, their employers and staff who operate APEL systems.  

· Potential students will be able to assess quickly and easily the credit they may be able to claim for their prior experiential learning which will assist them in making decisions about their future education.

· Applicants for APEL will be given an easier, faster and better supported process for preparing and submitting claims for credit.

· HEIs which operate APEL will no longer need to spend significant time on APEL assessments for individuals who subsequently decide not to enrol on any courses.

· Staff who manage APEL systems will be better informed of the relevant experience of enquirers and will be able to offer a better service

· Employers will gain a better understanding of Learning Through Work and how it can benefit them and their employees.


For the Universities of Derby and Wolverhampton these benefits are likely to lead to unit cost savings as they will be able to handle increasing numbers of APEL enquirers and applicants without the need for additional staff.  In addition, since potential students will have entered much relevant information about themselves online, their first conversation with an APEL team staff member in the HEI will be better informed so the quality of service that can be offered will be improved.  The overall impact of e-APEL will be to make APEL a clearer and easier to apply process which in turn is likely to increase the numbers entering HE via this route.


For Manchester Solutions and SFEDI e-APEL will offer a valuable tool for explaining to their client SMEs how APEL and LTW can contribute to staff development.  They will also adapt the e-APEL services to support in-house training needs analysis and to identify workforce skills gaps in the businesses of their clients.  SFEDI also plans to use e-APEL to support its development of occupational standards.  It will be promoted to their network of stakeholders and partners and particularly the awarding bodies and providers working on a project to test and trial provision based on the proposed Framework for Achievement.  This offers the opportunity to develop progression in HE.  SFEDI will consult its contacts in the National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship as part of this project.
6. Stakeholder Analysis

	Stakeholder
	Interest / stake
	Importance

	University of Derby
	Lead partner: Derby requires an efficient scaleable system for processing APEL. It is committing significant additional resources to the project.
	Very high

	University of Wolverhampton
	HEI partner: Wolverhampton requires a more efficient APEL system and is looking to enhance their PebblePad e-portfolio product.  It has committed additional staff time to the project.
	High

	SFEDI
	Commercial partner: SFEDI is looking for e-APEL to enhance the quality of service it provides to its clients. It has committed additional staff time to the project.
	High

	Manchester Solutions
	Commercial partner: Manchester Solutions is looking for e-APEL to enhance the quality of service it provides to its clients. It has committed additional staff time to the project.
	High

	Participating businesses
	Collaborator: Needs vary but most will be looking to e-APEL to assist with focussed staff development.
	Medium

	Intending students
	Beneficiary: Students require a faster service with immediate feedback.  They will be investing their time in e-APEL and will be more likely to enrol as students if their experience is a positive one. 
	High

	Current students
	Beneficiary: Current students may also wish to apply for APEL.  Those that have become students through the e-APEL route will start with an already started e-portfolio.
	Medium

	JISC
	Funder: Requires effective use of grant and contribution to achievement of programme aims.  JISC is meeting 55% of total costs.
	Very high


7. Risk Analysis

	Risk
	Probability

(1-5)
	Severity

(1-5)
	Score

(P x S)
	Action to Prevent/Manage Risk

	Staffing
	
	
	
	

	Lack of skilled staff (including staff leaving)
	1
	4
	4
	Large highly experienced team with overlapping skills

	Delays in recruiting
	4
	2
	10
	Redeploy existing staff if recruitment difficulties likely to delay project

	Organisational
	
	
	
	

	Failure to manage project effectively
	1
	5
	5
	An experienced project manager will be seconded to the project from elsewhere in the University should difficulties be encountered

	Scope of project too ambitious
	2
	3
	6
	Regular progress reviews scheduled with negotiated revision to work plan if necessary

	Project outcomes focussed primarily on needs of partners
	3
	2
	6
	Early involvement of sector representatives planned

	Technical
	
	
	
	

	Insuperable technical difficulties encountered
	1
	5
	5
	Fallback positions are in place involving use of third party software

	Legal
	
	
	
	

	Rights issues prevent Open Source licensing
	1
	4
	4
	Develop using a component-based approach with open APIs to facilitate substitution of any problematic components


8. Standards

	Name of standard or specification
	Version
	Notes

	IMS QTI
	2.0
	The Estimator will be supported by an assessment engine.  The project is investigating Open Source products to meet this need.

	IMS ePortfolio
	1.0
	One instantiation of the The Claims Service will incorporate PebblePad which maintains that “all of the assets are mapped against the emerging ePortfolio Standards”.  The second instantiation will use the e-portfolio platform being developed by the JOSEPH Project.

	W3C XHTML
	1.0
	

	W3C CCS
	Level 2
	

	W3C WAI AA
	WCAG 1.0
	

	PHP
	5.20
	

	SOAP
	2.3.1
	


9. Technical Development

The project will adopt all relevant standards and will use published APIs to interface with any proprietary software.  The intention is to use Open Source products to underpin the services.  The exception is PebblePad which will is already used as the preferred e-portfolio product at the Universities of Wolverhampton and Derby.  The project will adopt a Web Services approach with a view to supporting easy integration into other systems.
10. Intellectual Property Rights

Intellectual Property Rights are defined in the e-APEL Project Consortium Agreement.  It is the intention of the project to make the software products created by the project available under a Creative Commons Open Source licence.  PebblePad, and any other commercial software included in any instantiations of the products, will not be included in such a licence.  It will be the responsibility of any user to obtain licences to use PebblePad, and any other incorporated commercial software.  Pebble Learning Limited will grant the e-APEL Project Partners perpetual rights to use PebblePad as part of the services being developed by the e-APEL Project but not for any other purpose.  Through partnership with the JOSEPH Project, it is the intention to create a version of the e-APEL software products that does not include any commercial software and can therefore be used without the need for any further licences.

Project Resources

11. Project Partners

The University of Derby: Lead Partner
Roles: Project management, requirements capture, software development, evaluation of pilot products, trial of project services, project evolution, reporting
Contact: Julie Stone – j.stone@derby.ac.uk
The University of Wolverhampton: Academic Partner

Roles: Requirements advice, e-Portfolio development, trial of project services, evaluation support
Contact: Cathy Shaw – c.b.shaw@wlv.ac.uk 
SFEDI

Roles: Requirements advice, identification of participating employers and potential students; trial of project services, evaluation support

Contact: Nigel Hudson – nigel.hudson@sfedi.co.uk 
Manchester Solutions
Roles: Requirements advice, identification of participating employers and potential students; trial of project services, evaluation support
Contact: Rose Martin – rosemarie.martin@manchester-solutions.co.uk 

12. Project Management

The project is overseen by a Project Board which is scheduled to meet six times during the life of the project.  The responsibilities of the Project Board are set out in the e-APEL Consortium Agreement.  The core local team (members starred below) will meet weekly.
Staff development is an important aspect of the project.  In particular we will be seeking to enhance the core local team’s knowledge of e-learning and Web 2.0 standards and techniques.  Team members will be attending relevant events, such as CETIS SIGs and a training event at Derby is planned.
Project Team

Aileen Hammersley (Project Director) a.e.hammersley@derby.ac.uk 

René Meijer (Analyst) r.meijer@derby.ac.uk *
Deborah Fern (Developer) a.fern@derby.ac.uk *
Chris Newman (APEL Consultant) c.newman@derby.ac.uk *
Ann Minton (APEL Consultant) a.m.minto@derby.ac.uk *
Andrew Haldane (Academic Consultant) a.haldane@derby.ac.uk
John Wallace (Academic Consultant) j.wallace@derby.ac.uk *
Julie Stone (Business Development) j.stone@derby.ac.uk
Cathy Shaw (University of Wolverhampton) c.b.shaw@wlv.ac.uk
Nigel Hudson (SFEDI) nigel.hudson@sfedi.co.uk
Rose Martin (Manchester Solutions) info@manchester-solutions.co.uk
Maarten de Laat (Independent Evaluator) m.f.delaat@exeter.ac.uk 

James Eaglesfield (Project Manager) j.eaglesfield@derby.ac.uk  *
Membership of the Project Board is detailed in the e-APEL Consortium Agreement

13. Programme Support

We are keen to ensure that we make as significant a contribution as we can to the programme as a whole.  To this end it would be helpful to be guided as to how best to achieve this.  In particular we should like further guidance on the best way to relate to and contribute to the e-Framework.
14. Budget

Having evaluated the possibilities for redeploying existing staff we have concluded that the needs of the project can best be met by allocating responsibility for business analysis to the Technical Development team.  As a consequence the requirement for the Project Manager post has reduced to half-time from 75% time.
Detailed Project Planning

15. Workpackages

These are detailed in the attached document
16. Evaluation Plan

Evaluation is a significant part of the e-APEL project. This evaluation will be primarily formative, aimed at assisting the project partners in reflecting on the research, design and development process of the e-APEL services and their usage.  

The evaluation will focus on the pedagogical aspects of the e-APEL procedures and stakeholder’s benefits. As such more technical aspects of this project, like systems architecture and application of (JISC) agreed standards will not be included. It is assumed that this element of the design process will be covered by the technical partners of this project, in close collaboration with JISC and CETIS. Reason for this decision derives from the project aim to develop a tool that will support self assessment and guidance during APEL claims. Issues like scalability will also be evaluated from this point of view.

Main evaluation aspects are:

· what difference was made to the student experience of APEL and LTW
· the impact on APEL processing and service delivery by APEL team staff
· changes in attitudes to APEL and LTW by employers
· accessibility and usability, including effectiveness of technologies used
· level of interest and uptake of e-APEL by HEIs and other bodies involved in APEL

Procedure

The evaluation aspects show that the e-APEL tool will be explored from three main perspectives/stakeholders; the student/employee, APEL staff and the employer. Their experiences with APEL and the e-APEL tool will be evaluated using a multi-method approach drawing mostly on qualitative research methods. It is our aim to report their experience through several vignettes telling the story of each stakeholder’s experience with e-APEL. This way we hope to illustrate the impact the e-APEL tool makes and unfold the relationship between these stakeholders. Vignettes is a commonly applied method in qualitative research used to explore participants attitudes, believes and meanings about specific situations and experiences and serve triangulation of data captured through the multi-method approach during in this evaluation. In order to develop these vignettes certain data collection techniques will be applied.

· Survey: A general survey will be carried out, through the project partners, before and after using the e-APEL tool, to generate an impression amongst the stakeholders about their experiences with (e-)APEL.

· Site visits: Based on the survey outcomes, the evaluator will carry out a number of site visits, before and after using the e-APEL tool, to interview the stakeholders and carry out observations during an (e-)APEL assessment/claim procedure.
· Focus groups/workshops: During the lifespan of this project several workshops/focus groups sessions will be organised to feed into the design and development of the e-APEL tool. These sessions are a vital part of this project since they provide moments of reflection and evaluation of the development process and make an essential part of the formative evaluation procedure.

Reporting

The outcomes of the formative evaluation will feed into the development process of the e-APEL tool throughout this project. However an overall evaluation report, including the vignettes will be part of the overall project report to be handed over to JISC.
17. Quality Plan

Explain the quality assurance procedures you will put in place to ensure that project deliverables meet quality expectations and acceptance criteria.  Complete the table below for each of the major deliverables providing as much detail as possible. Repeat the table as many times as necessary to accommodate all deliverables.

	Output
	Estimator and Claims Service products

	Timing
	Quality criteria
	QA method(s)
	Evidence of compliance
	Quality responsi-bilities
	Quality tools (if applicable)

	Every 1 to 2 weeks
	Peer review
	Local Team meetings 
	Check against specification by team members
	Project Manager
	Standards compliance tools – eg Bobby

	Every 4 months
	Compare progress with plans
	Project Board monitoring
	Progress reports and product demonstrations
	Project Manager
	

	Year one
	Usability during trials
	Pilot trials
	Observation, interviews, spontaneous feedback
	Analyst
	

	Throughout project
	Evaluation plan measures
	Formative evaluation
	Stakeholder views, metrics (eg time taken to complete APEL claim)
	Independent evaluator
	Survey tool, NVivo


	Output
	Final report and e-APEL Guide

	Timing
	Quality criteria
	QA method(s)
	Evidence of compliance
	Quality responsi-bilities
	Quality tools (if applicable)

	July/Aug 2008
	Peer review
	Local Team meetings 
	Feedback on drafts
	Project Manager
	

	Sept 2008
	Compare achievements with plans
	Project Board monitoring
	Feedback on final drafts
	Project Manager
	


18. Dissemination Plan

	Timing
	Dissemination Activity
	Audience
	Purpose
	Key Message

	January 2007
	A sector consultation meeting to share plans and gather views and sector needs
	Representatives of universities, colleges and businesses with an interest in APEL
	Identify sector-wide needs for automated support for Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL) and inform those with a professional interest in APEL about the plans for the e-APEL Project
	Project wants to meet the needs of a wider community than the project partners alone

	
	Participation in relevant events, especially those organised by JISC and CETIS and those which SMEs attend.
	Fellow practitioners and consumers of JISC services
	Ensure linkage with other relevant projects and communicate with potential users of the e-APEL services
	Project is connected with related work elsewhere 

	From December 2006
	A project Website with direct access to all deliverables and timely provision of materials for JISC and JISC service Websites (eg          e-framework.org)
	Stakeholders and all others with a potential interest in the project
	Communicate outcomes of the project and offer a single point of access for all project deliverables 
	Project is engaged in challenging and relevant work that may assist others

	January 2006
	A project flyer (for handing out at conferences, etc)
	People hearing about the project for the first time
	Alert people to the project and point them to the Website for further details
	What the project is doing and why it is significant

	Throughout project
	Articles in newsletters and papers for journals
	People with a general interest in HE and a specialist interest in e-learning and APEL
	Raise profile of project partners and promote JISC
	How the work of the project relates to the interests of (specialist) readers

	Year 2
	One or two               e-Framework Reference Models
	System developers in HE and FE
	Ensure relevant models encompass APEL needs
	APEL is an important application that needs to be included in the e-Framework

	September 2008
	A practical guide to e-APEL
	All involved with APEL processes 
	Support those who want to implement e-APEL
	e-APEL is practical and adaptable

	June 2008
	A workshop run through the Association for Learning Technology (ALT)
	People with an interest in APEL or innovative uses of technology in education
	Present the services of APEL to an informed critical audience
	e-APEL has created a valuable set of resources for HE and FE

	September 2008
	Final report detailing experiences and lessons learnt
	All stakeholders, including JISC
	Evidence of a job worth done and support for those working in related areas
	e-APEL has delivered either what it set out to do or something equally valuable


19. Exit and Sustainability Plans

	Project Outputs
	Action for Take-up & Embedding
	Action for Exit

	Estimator and Claims Service at partner sites
	Embed at the Universities of Derby and Wolverhampton as the standard process for APEL
	Assess ongoing support needs and ensure budget commitment

	Estimator and Claims Service at other sites
	Promote through ALT workshop. Maintain Website with contact details after end of project.  Provide free basic assistance and consultancy at cost
	Ensure full documentation for adaptation and implementation produced by end of project

	Evaluation Report
	Explore possibilities for further research based on findings
	Ensure potential for future research identified


	Project Outputs
	Why Sustainable
	Scenarios for Taking Forward
	Issues to Address

	Estimator and Claims Service
	Expected to meet a growing need as identified in the Leitch Report
	Project Board to review continuation strategy one year before end of project
	Viability of Open Source business model.  Integration with HEI systems (eg student records)


Appendixes

Appendix A. Project Budget

Appendix B. Workpackages
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� Guidelines on the accreditation of prior learning.  .  .  .  .  .  The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, September 2004.
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