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Executive Summary 

History 

The SURF WBL-Way project was based on experiences and work done in previous JISC projects including SUNIWE and SURF WBL. The project team had a history of working together and an understanding of the problems surrounding supporting stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning (WBL). The project was part of the strategy for supporting Work Based Learning within the Staffordshire University Regional Federation (SURF). 

Aims/Objectives 

The project aimed to improve the support of stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning across a consortium, giving them access to materials that were often hidden in institutional internal systems or in licensed software which blocked those not associated with the institution from use. 

Approach 

Technical development was undertaken using a lightweight, agile approach, with use-cases to outline the key requirements, feature-driven and iterative development to ensure early and ongoing feedback, and standard software development best practices (source code management, unit and integration testing, build automation, issue/bug tracking, etc) to ensure software quality. 

Findings 

The project found that there are number of problems when looking at supporting stakeholders from a number of separate institutions. For example, employers only have a vague understanding of Foundation degrees and how they could benefit from their use (AimHigher Employer Report). Plus they are not automatically allowed access to learner information regardless of whether they are paying for the award or not. As discovered in the Shrewsbury Story it is possible employers are paying for learners indirectly, that way they are not directly engaged with the learners study. 

Institutions themselves hold silos of information, often duplicated not just in one institution but the across the consortium, with each partner claiming ownership of the same data. Another issue includes college systems holding learner information against their own identity numbers, not against those given by the awarding university, therefore linking information about the learner across systems is difficult. 

Achievements 

· The development of a Web-based Support Point with links to University systems including authentication and course information. 

· Creation of a report on attitudes to delivering Foundation degrees in a College from the perspective of tutors 

· Creation of a report on Foundation degrees by Employers and one on perspectives of Employees. 

· Increased Employer Engagement 

· Identification of barriers that prevent full value being realized from developments such as the Support Point.

Conclusions 

This project marks the start of a long road of work for the University and its partner colleges which includes investigating how learner data is handled, how course validation information is collated and how information can be bought together with the use of a repository and dynamically sent to the right stakeholder. 

Future 

The Support Point has been embedded into mainstream University practice and is part of the Technology Supported Learning Strategy and Policy within the University. Development is planned for features that have been requested by partner colleges and it has become a part of the new JISC funded project Enable. 

Background 

SURF WBL-Way was part of the JISC eLearning Capital Programme which ran for 2 years. Based in an existing HEFCE-funded consortium, this project focused on providing individualized access to resources for supporting WBL both for those taking HE courses in FE, and those involved in the formulation and support of their courses and learning experiences. The project partners were chosen for their history in supporting JISC projects related to the area of Work Based Learning and sharing support. 

SURF WBL-Way is designed to build on work done by the SURF WBL (JISC X4L Phase 2) project and the SUNIWE (JISC DEL Pilot) project to develop a gateway to support those stakeholders involved in WBL within the Staffordshire University Regional Federation (SURF). This gateway has been developed to provide personalized services to the stakeholders, including access to materials that they couldn’t get due to licensing restrictions. It was also designed to encourage a community to develop from the gateway of stakeholders across the consortium rather than leaving them isolated at the different partner colleges. The project was developed to help give consistent support to stakeholders in WBL regardless of where they were located. 

Aims and Objectives 

The aims and objectives of the project did not change during the project. 

Overall Aims 

To improve the support to stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning within SURF. 

To provide information and resources specifically targeted at employer engagement and facilitating the progression and transition of learners who have undertaken work-based learning at FE level into HE courses in FE institutions. Integration of the WBL experience into the overall SURF experience was a particular goal. 

Specific Aims 

· To enhance employer engagement with awards such as Foundation degrees 

· To encourage un-engaged employers to become involved in SURF 

· To enhance the learner experience when they are outside of the traditional University 

· To support stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning 

· To give centralised support to stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning 

Objectives 

The objectives for the project were set out as a collection of envisaging scenarios to illustrate the functionality and services required from the point of view of the user. 

The project built on existing work from SUNIWE and SURF WBL to implement a portal-based site, the "Support Point", to provide information from University and College systems. The Support Point would embrace all stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning across the consortium, not just Learners and Tutors. Objectives of the Support Point included: 

· Delivery of

· enhanced course description information 

· course information 

· personal information 

· Access to relevant resources via a learning content repository 

· Building on the eLearning embedding work undertaken as part of the SURF X4L project

· Further development Staffordshire University’s policies, procedures, roles and responsibilities relating to the resourcing and support of WBL and Foundation Degrees, with particular regard to quality assurance and the creation of a community of WBL practice. 

· Involvement of relevant stakeholders in the development of the support point including FDF (Foundation Degree Forward) and AimHigher. 

Methodology 

Envisaging scenarios gathered from the project partners were used to help define the vision for the support point. More detailed use cases were derived from the envisaging scenarios to capture the requirements of the Support Point. An agile software development process was adopted which emphasized value for stakeholders and software quality. As in previous projects, the development team had several new technologies to adopt during the development of the Support Point, so an iterative and incremental approach to development was vital to maximize feedback.

There are number of points that should always been considered when running a JISC development project. 

· It is important to work together as a team to agree the scope of the project including scenarios that can be used to guide the project work. 

· Roles within the project team need to be clearly defined and the time needed to commit to the project needs to be understood. It is a good idea to have a consortium agreement when working with partners. 

· It is important that key personnel are hired at the right time in a project and that, where possible, they are already employed by the institution to try and ensure continuity at the end of the project. 

· Personnel need to be comfortable with the tools used to create the materials. 

Stages in Action 

1. Scenarios 

The stakeholders and use cases were identified using scenarios at the start of the project. Each college partner was asked to envisage how they would interact with the Support Point and what information they would like to access through it. Each partner college spoke to tutors, employers and learners about the project and what they expected from it. The AimHigher reports (AimHigher West Midlands Employer Report - In PDF & AimHigher West Midlands Employee Report - In PDF ) were also used to understand the requirements of the employer and employee. Scenarios are listed below. 

Burton 

I am a learner at Burton College studying a Foundation degree for Teaching Assistants, I login to the portal to access some generic study skills materials. I then take a look at my progress records that are held by the university. 

I am a tutor at Burton College supporting learners studying a Foundation degree I login to the portal to find out my learners employer details. I go to the forums area and create a group for my employers and use it to keep the employers engaged with the Foundation degree. 

Shrewsbury 

I am a tutor delivering the Creative Arts Foundation Degree at Shrewsbury College. This FD is also running at Tamworth and Lichfield, Burton, and Cannock and we are working together to develop next year’s modules. When I log in to the portal I find the first draft of a module handbook developed by Burton and shared so that we can all comment. 

I am a Head of School at Shrewsbury College with responsibility for the Complementary Therapies Foundation Degree. One of our local issues is the reluctance for GPs and NHS trusts to engage with complementary therapies. We use the portal to provide a forum to allow concerns to be addressed. When I log in to the portal I find that a local GP who practices alternative therapies has been offering work placement opportunities. 

Stoke on Trent 

I am tutor at stoke on Trent college teaching Computing Foundation Degree, I am helping the mentors at the British Telecom organization who are supporting FD learners by ensuring that they are adequately supervising the students at the workplace, when I login to the portal I see a message from one on the mentors requiring more explanation about evidence record sheets. 

I am a tutor teaching on Construction Foundation Degree at stoke on Trent, Burton and Stafford colleges. I am currently delivering my modules’ learning materials through their local VLEs. To update students status I have to login to each VLE at a time, this can be a time consuming and considered inefficient practice. When I login to the portal I find list of all my students categorized by college name, links to their progress pages and a list of all my modules I teach on. 

2. Use Cases 

Use cases were derived from the scenarios similar to those mentioned earlier. The use case is developed by looking at the steps needed to achieve the required behaviour in the scenario. These steps are either by the stakeholder, the Support Point, or the systems behind the Support Point. 

The use cases are a way to break the scenario descriptions of Support Point functionality into individual features. Requirements of the Support Point are captured in this way to ensure that only features of value to users or stakeholders are developed.

3. Storyboards 

The project team discussed the scenarios and use cases and then visualized what information would be needed to support them. 
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4. Mock Pages 

Once the project team had created a number of storyboards the team developed a number of mock pages that demonstrated how the information would be displayed to the end user. These mock pages were created using Word and Paint. They helped the team bring together all the work they had been doing onto actual "screens", they were done without thinking "how would this be implemented". They were then passed to the development team. 
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5. Website 

The mock pages where used by the development team to create the portlets with the Support Point (http://learning.staffs.ac.uk/liferay). The mock pages showed users what functionality that was hoped to be built into the Support Point, and demonstrated the difference between the Support Point (institutional and Award level resources) and the institutional VLE (module level resources). Below is a screenshot of the Mentor page. 
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6. Pilot 

The pilot phase started in February 2008 with each partner demonstrating the Support Point and interviewing employers already engaged in Work Based Learning at their colleges. This was a face to face meeting between the partner project managers, tutor and manager involved in the WBL award. Once the project had been explained there was a short demonstration of the Support Point. Once the employer and tutor were happy, the mentors and learners were shown the system, and asked to use it over the term. Their feedback on the Support Point was then collected through informal conversations and in the Support Point help area. 

During this pilot phase it was interesting to see the different responses from the partner colleges, and their stakeholders. Their responses are summarized at the end of this report. 

7. Release As Service 

The Support Point was released as a service at the end of the project, using the url http://learning.staffs.ac.uk/liferay. This used a two-tier approach that included a dissemination day held at Staffordshire University where college partners, SURF Office, Sales and Student Recruitment and Faculty staff were invited to view the Support Point and use it in a short workshop. The Information Services team were also invited to the event as they would be administering the system at the end of the project. The event was very successful with a number of partner colleges attending and with Stoke and Burton doing a short presentation to the group about their experiences. As part of releasing the Support Point a number of small meetings will be needed with the IS department to ensure a successful handover, which will be managed over the next few months. 

Implementation 

Support Point software

Technical description 

The Support Point is portal-based. A portal allows information and applications to be delivered in discrete units (or portlets) which can be arranged on a Web page to provide an environment customized to the needs of the user.

The Support Point is built on the Liferay enterprise portal software. The development team had previously used UPortal in the SUNIWE project. Liferay was chosen instead of UPortal for two reasons:

· Liferay had support for portlets written to the Java Portlet specification (JSR-168) which UPortal at the time did not

· it was much easier and quicker to generate a customized look and feel than in UPortal. Given the limited resources of the development team, this was an important factor.
Portlets in the Liferay portal display information for the user. The portlets can be added to, removed from and arranged on portal pages to suit the user. Portlets get their information from corporate databases or provide links to other systems and services.  [DIAG: example portlets]

Authentication 

We implemented a two-tier approach to authentication to enable WBL stakeholders without University accounts to use the WBL Support Point. Learners and Tutors with log in with their University username and password and are authenticated by Liferay via LDAP. Managers and Mentors who are not provided with a University account can use Liferay to self-register an account. Managers and Mentors registered in this way are authenticated against the Liferay internal database.

The two-tier approach to authentication had the advantage of allowing WBL stakeholders who had not got a University account to use the Support Point. The disadvantages were that:

· self-registered users have to complete an additional registration step to ensure all the required information is captured

· integration with other systems is limited for such self-registered users 

· extra workflows have to be completed to allow access to information in a way that addresses data protection concerns.

Additional registration

All users have to fill in a registration page in Liferay to generate their Liferay account. Managers and Mentors have to fill in an additional registration page to manually supply the information that can otherwise be automatically harvested from the University directory (via LDAP) for users with a University account. 

Integration limited

Because the Managers and Mentors do not have a University account, access to other systems and sources of information across the University is limited. Workarounds can sometimes be implemented to supply information but in most cases, lack of a University account means denial of access.

Extra workflows

One of the workarounds implemented is the mechanism for allowing access by managers and mentors to learner information. Because managers and mentors self-authenticate, we have no means to verify they are who they say they are. Therefore, we cannot grant them any kind of automatic access to information about work-based learners that they manage or mentor. Instead, we hand off authorisation to a manual process where the learner has a registration identifier generated by the system which they send by email to their manager or mentor. The manager or mentor then enters the learner registration identifier into the Support Point and this gives them access to the learner's information. At any point, the learner can deny access to their information via a permissions portlet in the Support Point. The solution is inelegant but it does satisfy the need to protect learner privacy. 

The workaround described above is necessary because the core University systems do not cater for a wide enough range of users. Non-traditional users such as work-based learning managers and mentors have an associate member relationship with the University. The trend is for associate member numbers to increase in the coming years so it is vital to ensure a coherent approach to identity management and authorisation across University systems. With appropriate systems in place, implementing all the desired features in the Support Point would be relatively trivial. Without it, such developments will continue to be hobbled.

Software Development process

The development team used an Agile approach to the software development process. The approach was iterative and incremental. The approach allowed a working version of the Support Point to be used early in the project, albeit with a limited range of features. Features were then added to the Support Point incrementally with feedback aiding refinement of features. Building the Support Point on a portal platform brought advantages for the development process. There was an obvious division of features into portlets with one feature per portlet so driving iteration planning by feature/portlet was easy.

We used standard software development best practices in our development process including:

· Subversion for revision control 

· JUnit and add-ons for unit and integration testing 

· FindBugs, PMD, Checkstyle for static code analysis 

· Cobertura for generation of code coverage metrics 

· CruiseControl for continuous integration 
Running concurrently with portlet building was the development of a Staffordshire University theme for Liferay. One of the reasons for adopting Liferay as the portal platform was the expected ease with which a simple, professional, branded user interface could be developed. This expectation was met by choosing an appropriate Liferay theme and modifying it to suit our needs. This involved editing the images that formed components of the interface and modifying the CSS of the theme. Use of the Firebug plug-in for Firefox made identifying CSS rules easy and gave insight into the selectors used by Liferay so that we could use the same mark-up in our portlets for a standard look and feel across the Support Point.

Portlet portability

We based our development on portlets that met the JSR-168 portlet specification. Working to a standard meant that our portlets would be more easily to understand and reuse and we thought, somewhat naiively, that the portlets might be used in any other portal platform that supported the portlet specification. As it turned out, though there were advantages to using the portlet specification, the integration with Liferay was tight enough that significant reworking would be required to use the portlets in another portal. This was a result of personalization. The requirement to deliver targeted rather than generic information meant that each portlet needed to get information from Liferay (e.g. current user, group membership, etc) and from the WBL database. We created a WBL administration portlet to setup all the necessary links to the local WBL database but anyone trying to implement the WBL Support Point with a different portal would have to do the necessary plumbing to implement the Liferay groups, communities, roles, permissions and registration. The nature of the system was simply too complex to allow easy swapping of portlets to another portal.

Working with Liferay

Working with Liferay was generally a very good experience. Liferay development was fast and furious and significant maintenance effort was required for Liferay upgrades. Keeping up with the latest release of Liferay was essential as many bugs were fixed and needed features added with each release.

Documentation was patchy and often outdated but this was more than made up for by the active involvement of Liferay experts in the Liferay community forums. All posts were helpfully, speedily and comprehensively answered. There was also proactive involvement from senior Liferay figures as evidenced by replies by Liferay's Chief Software Architect to issues described on the WBLWay Project Manager's blog. 

User Studies 

Aim Higher Studies 

Aim Higher were commissioned by the SURF WBL-Way team to conduct impartial interviews with employers and employees. Aim Higher contacted partner and non partner colleges in the region to interview employees already engaged in Work Based Learning at any level. They used partner colleges to contact employers already involved in Work Based Learning, although in some cases this involvement was minimal and only involved releasing employees for study one day a week. 

Stakeholder feedback 

At the initial stage of the project the project partners spoke to those stakeholders involved in the process of supporting WBL. As part of this it was clear that there were different expectations for the Support Point. 

Colleges saw it as a useful marketing tool, a way of storing information about employers already engaged in Foundation degrees and a way of selling Foundation degrees to new employers. They stated that they would like links to other bodies that would help them identify funding opportunities (LSC & HEA Subject Centres for example). They identified the need for standardised award documentation and guidance on APEL in particular. They also saw the benefit in developing a support community where they could find out who else was teaching their subject at the partner colleges and discuss issues with them using a forum.  Some features tutors asked for where beyond the scope of the project and included a way of identifying modules that could be generic and built into new developments around WBL.
Employers thought it would be useful to communicate with others involved in WBL, and as a central point focusing on the region as to why they should support Foundation degrees rather than HNDs. They also appreciated the ability to find out information on their employees progress and the modules they are studying and whether the award can get professional recognition. They also stated that they would find it useful to have their role in WBL clarified. Other support they would like to see is focused on more standardised documentation across the employees award, a formal WBL support agreement and more information about mentoring. 

Employees and Students felt they needed more information about why they should take a Foundation degree over other qualifications, and wanted to know how they would access their VLE, as some of them had difficulty accessing Blackboard (the university VLE) and others felt that it was difficult to manage access to the university VLE, the college VLE and other online tools available to them. Both stakeholders were interested in progression opportunities being made clear to them and access to generic study skills materials. They also requested the ability to personalise their environment. 

Issues raised by the stakeholders around a validating university (in this case not necessarily Staffordshire University, but the universities they are involved with as a whole) that they felt undermined their work in Foundation degrees and WBL included: 

· Processes & Time frames were rigid 

· HND Support continued 

· Lack of clarity on roles 

· Unclear targets for validation 

· Unrealistic timings for validation and enrolment 

· Unclear communication channels between institutions 

· No central area to get support documents 

Partner Interviews 

Shrewsbury – Identification and Prioritisation of Features 

The Support Point started with a number of basic features at the beginning of the pilot, however there were a number of features requested by each of the stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning that needed to be rated. The project team has used collaborative tools throughout the project and one of these, the project wiki, was used to rate potential features for inclusion in the system. The project teams from partner institution rated each feature independently prior to whole group discussion and agreement. This proved to be an efficient mechanism because debate was restricted to the areas where there were differences of opinion. Tutors, mentors, learners and employers were also able to contribute to because the whole process was done on-line. 

Stoke - Piloting 

The work we have been doing to ensure a meaningful (and stable) feature set has highlighted the potential for employer disengagement made possible by demonstration of unstable features or non functional components. 

We contacted all FD staff with a view to engaging them in our pilot demonstrations, and run a number of short demonstrations. A number of other industrial contacts have been asked to participate in one-off demonstrations with a view to gaining insight into what features may attract usage by those who do not yet have FD presence in their places of work. This feedback was in the main very positive although some employers looked at how they could use it to support training held outside of the University partnership, this was not felt to be in scope of the project and raised issues of ownership that could not be addressed in the time of the project. 

Approaching tutors first was considered the most beneficial approach due to their tolerance of new systems and willingness to appreciate the pilot nature of the work. 

Burton – Engaging Employers 

Burton College identified already engaged employers who would not be deterred by project setbacks and who would be proactive. They particularly avoided larger prominent employers when planning the pilot phase. As the college had been through a restructuring, whereby employer engagement became a set aim, curriculum areas with engaged employers with close established links to the college were targeted. 

When introducing employers to the project it was found to be useful to meet them alongside one or two learners. This meant that discussions about usefulness had more than one perspective. Often learners stressed that they wished employers to be aware of, and involved with, their study progress. As part of the college restructuring, and the creation of a HE centre, staff involved with work based learning at NVQ level and staff newly charged with HE employer engagement began to work together, to the benefit of the project and developing the college WBL strategy. 

After an initial induction to the Support Point employers were left alone for a short period, allowing them to review the software in their own time, as Burton was the first college to show the Support Point to employers. A second meeting took place once the other colleges had demonstrated the pilot and once the Support Point had become more developed. 

Outputs and Results 

The project has developed and piloted an online support tool (the WBL Support Point – http://learning.staffs.ac.uk/liferay) designed for all stakeholders involved in WBL. The site has separate areas for each type of stakeholder and a common area where everyone can communicate in a number of forums, a screenshot can be seen above (Stages in Action: 5. Website). It has been embedded into mainstream University use and forms part of the Technology Supported Learning Strategy at the University. Feedback from users of the site has been very positive and it will continue to be developed to become more personalized, as systems and processes develop in the University. This includes changing the theme of the site depending on the company the learner is working for, and adding information such as learner attendance and module timetables. At this time the Support Site allows employers, mentors, tutors and learners to communicate together, for the university to push content out to the WBL Stakeholders and to let the community know of events around WBL at the University, or partner colleges. Source code for the Support Point is available from the WBLWay project Web site (http://projects.staffs.ac.uk/wblway). 
The two AimHigher reports from the start of the project are also available from the WBL-Way website and showed that although employers were aware of Foundation degrees those already involved in work based related awards at level 2 and 3 were not engaging at a higher level (i.e. Foundation degrees or higher). Over 50% of employers mentioned they were either not aware of WBL training opportunities at local colleges, or felt that they needed more support in that area. Since the release of the Support Point employers have been made more aware of the opportunities available and have started to become involved in awards delivered by partner colleges involved in the project (WBL-Way Stoke Story). 

Partner Feedback
Burton 
Here they found that learners in some faculties felt poorly communicated with, and that employer engagement with the Support Point was driven by positive learner experiences, rather than from the employers directly. Mentor support was viewed as being unstructured and the Support Point is seen as a positive move towards supporting the mentoring process. 
Rather interesting, in comparison with the Stoke experience, employers found the registration process confusing. At the moment this process is a hybrid of Liferay registration and holding extra employer information to allow for specific targeted information. As the university, and its partners, investigate centralised CRM this process may change and become easier to manage.  However after initial registration hiccups the Support Point was seen as useful by both employers and learners.
Shrewsbury 
The project work at Shrewsbury again was not directed from employers, but their tutors and learners. This was due to the fact that they had already built up successful relationships with the employers in the area, where already engaged with HE. This was demonstrated at the employer meetings held with the college and the project team. This working relationship is clearly noted in the Shrewsbury report which lists it as one of the reasons why the college did not feel that they would be developing an internal version of the Support Point. 

Stoke 
It became clear that Stoke had a important role in whether the Support Point would be a useful tool for employer engagement, as the largest college with HE WBL provision out of the three partner colleges. This was clearly stated as a target early on in the Stoke report, where it is noted that communication between the college and the employer was limited, and in some cases nonexistent. The Support Point was clearly marked as a tool to support communication with both engaged and unengaged employers, and between the college and the learners.  Stoke have picked up the Support Point and fully engaged with training staff in their college to continue using it with their learners.
Outcomes 

The overall aims of the project were:

· To improve the support to stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning within SURF. 

· To provide information and resources specifically targeted at employer engagement and facilitating the progression and transition of learners who have undertaken work-based learning at FE level into HE courses in FE institutions. Integration of the WBL experience into the overall SURF experience was a particular goal. 

The project has successfully met the overall aims. The development and roll-out of the WBL Support Point has provided long-needed support for WBL stakeholders who have traditionally been overlooked such as employer managers and mentors. The WBL Support Point has provided information and resources targeted at employer engagement and facilitating progression and considerable interest in the WBL Support Point has been generated across the SURF.

Specific aims of the project were:

· To enhance employer engagement with awards such as Foundation degrees 

· To encourage un-engaged employers to become involved in SURF 

· To enhance the learner experience when they are outside of the traditional University 

· To support stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning 

· To give centralised support to stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning 

As demonstrated in the partner reports we have been able to engage employers with the development of the Support Point, and it has clearly been seen as a marketing tool by colleges as a way to enhance their relationship with both existing employers and those who have been un-engaged. The work taken during this project has shown that there is a lot more work to be done with systems and processes within the university, however without this project these issues may have taken much longer to come to light. 

Learner issues for those who are studying outside of the university have now been highlighted with other teams in the university from the work done as part of this project. Learners can now see more information than previously, from a central point, but again more work needs to take place on fully supporting the learner who has at least two identities (one for the college, one for the university). 

The greatest success has been around providing non-institutional staff access to WBL materials, and access to online support around WBL. Both Mentors and Employers can now fully connect with the institution and the learners links to the institution delivering their study. Although the online support has been made available to stakeholders this has not been picked up by the stakeholders, they have shown more interest in the access to materials and the links to the institution rather than creating an online community of support. However this may be due to the low numbers involved in the pilot, we will only understand the impact of giving them a community when the Support Point gains mainstream use.

Objectives related to the Support Point were:

· Delivery of

· enhanced course description information 

· course information 

· personal information 

· Access to relevant resources via a learning content repository 

· Building on the eLearning embedding work undertaken as part of the SURF X4L project

· Further development of Staffordshire University’s policies, procedures, roles and responsibilities relating to the resourcing and support of WBL and Foundation Degrees, with particular regard to quality assurance and the creation of a community of WBL practice. 

· Involvement of relevant stakeholders in the development of the support point including FDF (Foundation Degree Forward) and AimHigher. 

The Support Point successfully delivered the enhanced course description information, course information and personal information to all WBL stakeholders. Resources were stored in the learning content repository (Giunti Labs HarvestRoad Hive) and accessed from the Support Point.
Summary
The support point has illustrated the value of a portal-based application when delivering a diverse range of information and resources. This type of application will become increasingly important in the University as a delivery mechanism as more information and resources become available. The portal provides a lot of support which means significant value can be achieved for relatively modest development effort.

The Agile software development approach was ideal for developing the Support Point. The division of features into portlets was a very good fit with development iterations and creating a working Support Point early in the project allowed valuable feedback to inform subsequent development. We recommend an Agile software development process for increased software quality and value. 
Conclusions 

The project has identified that there is a requirement to support non traditional learners, and their relationship with those outside of the institution. Constraints encountered in trying to provide information and resources for non traditional users such as Managers and Mentors have reinforced the need for core support of such users in the Institution. A certain amount of access can be provided via workarounds but to achieve true value the core issues have to be addressed. It is vital that the institution identifies and supports all the roles and relationships users have with the University. The starting point for this is a coherent approach to identity management. The Support Point has raised awareness of limitations in the current University approach to role management and work is underway to address this.
The pilot of the Support Point and subsequent dissemination has proved positive and has demonstrated a need for such a tool, not just at Foundation degree level but across award levels. The Support Point has been integrated into the general services available to learners at Staffordshire University, and work is continuing to develop extra portlets to exploit the resources at the university. The Support Point is also being developed further to support other learners, and talk has started on creating employer branded versions.

Implications 

The most important lesson learned from the development of the Support Point is that it is not really worth investing great effort trying to work-around problems that are so fundamental in nature (i.e. lack of core systems/support). The more effective approach is to fix the fundamental problems and then everything else will follow. With systems for identity management and authorization in place, it becomes much easier and quicker to develop new applications like the Support Point and realize its potential.

The source code for the Support Point will be available via the project Web site. This source may be of benefit to projects that are:

· implementing JSR-168 portlets

· implementing a portal (especially using Liferay) 

· trying to deliver access to a collection of personalized services and resources.

We learned that there is value in using a standards-based approach to portlet development but, in the case of systems offering personalized information and resources, the integration with the portal mechanisms for managing users, groups, roles and communities is too deep to allow easy reuse of individual portlets. To use a different portal, the set of portlets would need to be migrated as a whole and considerable reworking undertaken to integrate with the target portal.  

Recommendations 

Institutions need to ensure that the needs of non-traditional users such as Employers and Mentors are recognized and supported by the institution. This requires the business to be adequate to the task of defining the roles of the employer and mentor and ensuring provisioning of systems to allow them access to appropriate information and applications to support their role in work based learning.  
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Appendix 1 – Shrewsbury Story

Developing the WBL Support Point
This report captures Shrewsbury College of Art and Technology’s involvement and experiences in the SURF WBL-Way project which concentrated on the development of an online support point for the stakeholders involved in Work Based Learning within the consortium (the learners themselves, tutors, mentors and employers), and sought to give the stakeholders access to important documentation and resources and to provide a means of communication between the stakeholders.

This report reflects the project from Shrewsbury College’s perspective – other project documents can be found at: http://projects.staffs.ac.uk/wblway
Background

The SURF WBL-Way project is based on experiences and work done in past JISC projects including SUNIWE and SURF WBL. Shrewsbury College were involved in both of these projects as part of the SURF consortium. This helped both as a basis for the project objectives but also in terms of the project team relationships. 

Educational Context
Shrewsbury College of Arts and Technology is a medium sized general further education college which serves the town of Shrewsbury, much of north Shropshire and parts of south Shropshire. It operates from two main campuses in London Road and Radbrook, in four main outreach centres and 15 community venues. It has a Centre of Vocational Excellence (CoVE) in construction. It also provides a course for GCEA level learners from the local sixth form college which is linked to the travel and tourism industry. The college offers a range of provision in all of the 15 sector subject areas. Most of the provision is vocational. Its mission is to “provide vocational education and training to meet the skills needs of individuals, our communities and the economy. We give our best so that you can get the best from yourself.” Its vision is “to be a national leader in vocational education and training”. 

In developing its strategy the college aims to build on its existing strengths as a provider of vocational education and training. The strategic plan 08-09 includes the following 3 year objectives:

· Transform the way we deliver teaching and learning to make full use of information and communication technologies to enhance and personalise the experience;

· Become a significant provider of employer responsive provision operating locally, regionally and nationally;

· Expand the range and volume of Higher Education delivered by the college and create a Higher Education centre in partnership with Higher Education Institutions and employers

The college has good existing partnership arrangements with SURF and Glyndŵr University and has begun to develop provision in conjunction with Edge Hill University. The QAA review of HE provision Shrewsbury College of Arts and Technology Integrated quality and enhancement review (May 2007) concluded that there was confidence that:

· The College discharges its responsibilities effectively, as set out in the relevant partnership agreement for the management of the standards of the awards of its awarding bodies.

· The College discharges its responsibilities effectively, as set out in the relevant partnership agreement for the management of the quality of learning opportunities to enable students to achieve the intended learning outcomes.
Mission

Working in partnership with HEIs, employers and local agencies to develop vocational progression pathways by extending access to quality-assured higher education in the area; to ensure equal opportunities for local students to learn locally; to embrace new learning technologies and managed learning environments; and to stimulate learning and support economic development and innovation 
Organisational Context

The ILT team at the College have historically been involved in the JISC-funded projects and they were the main resources for the SURF WBL-Way project as well. The team consists of two full-time learning technologists (ILT Co-ordinator and ILT Development Officer) who operate independently from both the Learning Resource Centre department and the IT technical team. 
Methodology
Shrewsbury College needed an approach to this project that matched its relatively low number of Foundation Degrees. The College would be restricted in its ability to get contributions from employers, mentors and learners so it chose instead to focus on the requirements for the support point and to help define the scope and shape of the project outputs. A significant proportion of the College’s effort towards the project was ‘front-loaded’ and this is reflected in the relative sizes of the sections of this report. There is considerably more to report in the Methodology sections than there is in the Implementation sections.

Scoping Work

As part of the bid the consortium submitted a comprehensive set of documents including a Project Plan, which together defined the scope of the project and a description of the ‘gateway’ that would be the technical output from the project. Despite the detail in these documents there was still a need to provide further clarity for all members of the project to try and achieve a common understanding of the requirements. This clarity was also important for the technical development team to help in prioritising user requirements and avoiding ‘scope creep’.
 The scoping process was started by the ILT team at Shrewsbury College. They went through the Project Plan word for word to try and relate it to the scope of the project. The result was a number of questions for sharing with, and for consideration by, the wider project. (These questions can be seen in Appendix A – Questions based on Project Plan).

This process was refined at a meeting between the project team members of Shrewsbury College and Burton College. Each of the scenarios from the project plan were analysed to try and understand what the portal would have to contain for the scenarios to work. The meeting wasn't easy! Throughout it was important to ignore things like design, where the data was going to come from and whether something was possible or not. The output from the meeting was a scoping requirements document which was uploaded to the project Google Groups file area (and can be seen in Appendix B – Project Scoping).

This scoping process generated more questions than answers but led to a highly productive and structured meeting when the whole project team met.
Scenarios

Following the scoping activities the whole project team met to discuss the questions and the issues arising. The team identified the Stakeholders and what should be seen by specific parties. As a result of the meeting the technical team were left with a much clearer idea about the initial design views of the portal front end and the process needed for each stage of the development. Each of the partner colleges were then tasked with producing three or four scenarios based on a tutor's perspective.

At Shrewsbury the approach to this was to have informal interviews with all of the staff involved with Foundation Degrees and to try and uncover the problems which the portal could potentially address.  (The questions used in these interviews can be seen in Appendix C – Staff Interview Questions). The staff interview responses were then used to produce the following tutor scenarios for using the portal:

Scenario 1

I am a tutor delivering the Creative Arts Foundation Degree at Shrewsbury College. This FD is also running at Tamworth and Lichfield, Burton, and Cannock and we are working together to develop next year’s modules. When I log in to the portal I find the first draft of a module handbook developed by Burton and shared so that we can all comment.
Scenario 2

I am a Head of School at Shrewsbury College with responsibility for the Complementary Therapies Foundation Degree. One of our local issues is the reluctance for GPs and NHS trusts to engage with complementary therapies. We use the portal to provide a forum to allow concerns to be addressed. When I log in to the portal I find that a local GP who practices alternative therapies has been offering work placement opportunities.
Scenario 3

I am a tutor at Shrewsbury College delivering the Construction Foundation Degree. I am currently helping some local employers who want some of their staff to take the FD. We are using some of the forms and procedures produced in the SURF WBL project. When I log in to the portal I find a message for me from one of the employers who has a question for me about the learning agreement.
Scenario 4

I am a tutor helping to develop the Hospitality and Tourism Foundation Degree at Shrewsbury College. It has been difficult in the past to establish good links with employers – they were involved with HNDs and HNCs but don’t seem to understand FDs so we are using the portal as a marketing tool. When I log in I find that a local employer has registered and expressed an interest in the FD at our College. I reply by email to highlight some of the useful resources on the portal and arrange to call him in the next few days. 
 Interestingly the main theme appeared to be around communications, either messaging or discussion forums.

Interviews
The ILT team contacted staff involved with Foundation Degrees to arrange further meetings with the stated purpose "for us to understand how 'work based learning' is going to work on your foundation degree, to get a little more information about the employer relationship and to find out if you would be willing to let us interview your students". We aimed to get these meetings completed within a short timescale so that the results could inform the scoping meeting on 8th March 2007.

A meeting was arranged with the Director of Information and Planning and Head of Learning Services to go through the scoping questions aimed at the Management at Shrewsbury College to gain information regarding Foundation Degrees and some of the important issues. Some good responses were gained with the problems that needed to be resolved in order to make Work Based Learning work on Foundation Degrees, their development and the question of employer involvement. The result of the meeting was fed back at the next project meeting.

After arranging the next round of interviews with Foundation Degree staff, the ILT team met with the Head of Department for Hair & Beauty and the course tutor for the Complementary Therapies FD to go through the interview questions prepared. Some interesting feedback was gained regarding the WBL model and how it would work on the course and that all the learners were self-employed and did not work for an employer.

The ILT Coordinator attended a meeting to discuss how the College could market the 'Creative Arts' foundation degree. Members of the Marketing team, the tutor for the course and the Head of Arts met to discuss how this could be taken forward. One of the main discussion outcomes was the possibility of setting up a Moodle course to showcase examples of work from the foundation degree course with useful information for prospective students. 

From the commencement of the project and through the early stages one main concern was the lack of foundation degrees and low numbers on the limited courses at the college. This posed problems trying to find possible volunteers for the pilot. At a previous project meeting it was mentioned that the numbers on the Foundation Degrees had been dropping (from 45 at the beginning of the year to 36), it was also discovered that the proposed student/employer evaluators were going the same way. The ILT team had been relying on the MIS data to inform as to which students were being paid for by their employers to attend the course and only one could be found.
 A meeting was arranged with the Foundation Degree tutor to see if the employer would pilot the support point only to find out, that the student is likely to fail and be withdrawn! At a later meeting the ILT team were told by the tutor not to rely on the data. The tutor kept records in an Excel spreadsheet of all of the students whose employer pays for their course. He named the perfect candidate and his local architect employer, and spoke with them to see if they would be willing to take part in the pilot. At that time of the project it was hoped that 1 pilot learner, 1 pilot tutor, and 1 pilot employer would assist in evaluating the support point. The tutor was to contact the employer if they would accept in principle and to reassure them that it would not be onerous. It was confirmed that the pilot would run for a year and the tutor reminded us that it will be a very short year since the semesters are only 12 weeks each so the evaluation needed to be done within the time constraint of the course year.
At this period of the project work started on the data mining operation. Meetings were planned for two days the following with the MIS data manager and with the Head of Quality & Curriculum who has overall responsibility for HE in FE. It was also very hopeful that the Head of Quality & Curriculum would attend the next project meeting with the ILT team to gain a better understanding of the project and work completed to date.

One outcome of the meeting was that the ILT team had been invited to the Complementary Therapies steering group meeting to discuss the project with the other partner colleges involved with the FD. It was arranged to meet with the learners on the course at Shrewsbury. An online questionnaire was produced to gain feedback from the learner’s perspective. This meeting took place on 21st March 2007. Preparation for a learner feedback session was completed. The meeting with the students on the Complementary Therapies FD would not only explain the project, but to engage them in informal discussion, and then encourage them to give their feedback and suggestions via an online questionnaire which had been built in Moodle. After an outline of the project and an informal discussion based around the questions needing answers for the project report, the learners went to the Learning Resource Centre and used an online feedback form in Moodle to give their responses.
During the informal session the overall impression was that the students could have done with much more information in advance of the course, especially information about what a Foundation Degree actually was and the structure of the course they were about to embark on. It was also obvious from their replies that they would appreciate an online facility to communicate with their fellow students and those sitting the FD at other colleges. This would deal quickly with online access to course materials and to communication tools for use within their course. However it wouldn’t deal with communication with students elsewhere unless the college invited them onto the same VLE system. Either they needed a Blackboard facility or they needed the outputs from the project.  The detailed feedback was available to the project team in the shared files area. 
The responses from the Complementary Therapies online response form was reviewed to see what materials could be developed for the project.

The learners wanted to have a full description of the course (module information, assignment schedule, etc). That was a unanimous response from all 6 learners so it was discussed with their tutor with a view to developing this course-specific resource for next year.

The learners would also have appreciated a progression route from the foundation degree, so this was another possibility for the portal.

Further work was undertaken to find answers to some of the questions posed at the previous project meeting which took place on 10th May 2007. The ILT team contacted all the tutors involved in delivering the Foundation Degrees for Complementary Therapies, Creative Arts, Heritage & Culture, Construction and Computing. They were asked for possible answers to whether or not our foundation degrees have real employers and if the students have mentors. One reply was received from the tutor responsible for delivering the Computer HND course and he mentioned that Part time learners have real employers as they tend to be employed in the computer industry. They can't do full time because there is a need for a significant several month placement in a good computing position and we can't offer that in Shropshire unless the student can find one or are already working in one. On the academic year beginning 2007, all learners had opted to move to HND for Year 2.

The team contacted the Director of Information and Planning to see where the Foundation Degree course descriptions come from (is it from Staffs University or our own institution systems).  
Feedback was given by the tutor for the Arts Foundation Degrees to the questions sent out to the tutors regarding information about employers and mentors. The FDs for the Creative Industries specify that all students should have a mentor, that there is a Mentor's handbook issued by SURF, and that the mentor should be someone related to their area of interest. As regards real employers the courses are part-time, most will have a real employer NOT necessarily related to the creative industries or may well be self-employed.
One positive note came from the Construction FD tutor and the identified employer who we wanted for the project had agreed to be involved in the pilot with their learner! The Architect company who had a learner on the FD course were happy to take part in evaluating the pilot! A point of contact was established and the ILT team followed this up, to introduce them to the project, the proposed pilot and the simple evaluation of the portal that was needed. The employer was very proactive in finding out what the College were doing for them from an educational point of view for their employees who may undertake any courses. This was great news for Shrewsbury, now a tutor, learner and employer had been established, especially after the slow start to the project with the lack of foundation degrees and finding real people to evaluate

Case Studies
As part of the work to define requirements the ILT team reviewed the Aimhigher report , (which discussed what local employers would want from a support point), and this generated further questions for consideration:

Progression – It was interesting that employers appeared to be as interested in progression as the students themselves, but how should this information be served up? - should it be generic or specific? Presumably students don't want generic pleasantries but real specifics, they want to know what their options are. How could the project team ever hope to be able to load the portal with all the right information that will suit any individual? If this was going to be impossible then there needed to be some decision on what to do instead.
Course and module information - This was another need that appeared to be common to employers and students. During the life of the project Shrewsbury College made it mandatory for this information to be available on the VLE. This is fine for students who have already enrolled and, it appeared from the student interviews, they all want this to be there. But this information also has to be available for prospective students and for employers visiting the ‘portal’. So where does the ‘portal’ get it from? Where is it held in a recognisable format such that web services could serve it up?
Clarity of scope/purpose - The report helped in the process of clarifying the scope and purpose of the Support Point. Some of the report responses were very specific (e.g. sector information for the NHS). If the project were to try and address each of these, plus the requirements documented elsewhere, and try to deliver them all then it (the project) would never end. So it became critical to decide what was in and what not in scope whilst trying to avoid the danger of descoping things that are too difficult or time-consuming, perhaps settling on something generic and all encompassing, with a final result that could be diluted and sterile.

Source of resources – One of the big questions that arose was ‘How does something get on the portal? Clearly this is not a particularly big question but the connotations are. It led to other questions, ‘Who puts it there?’, ‘Why is it there?’, ‘Who decides that it should be there?’, ‘How did it get there?’, ‘Who changes it if it needs changing?, ’How much of the content is pre-decided and how much of it magically appears depending on who you are?’
Each of the partner colleges contributed towards the prioritisation of the potential features for the Support Point. Shrewsbury College began this process by analysing the identified potential features from a learner perspective. This was achieved using the Wetpaint project site. Each feature was scored using a scale from 1-5, (1 being high priority and 5 being low) with comments about why it was awarded that score.  Once the other partners had made their contributions the Project Manager used aggregate scoring to give the technical team their priorities for development.
This process was repeated for the other perspectives (e.g. the tutor perspective). Some care was taken to ensure that priority 1 was only awarded where it was absolutely necessary in an attempt to prevent an overload of priorities for the technical team.

Implementation
Prior to the pilot of the gateway the project team conducted their own user testing phase. At Shrewsbury College this phase involved in-house tests, a full functionality demonstration by the project manager, and a joint test and evaluation with Burton College.

The test at Burton College was in two parts, first a simulation by the project team members, and then a repeat test involving the assistance of the College Nursery Manager who, as an employer with staff on Foundation Degrees, was also going to be part of the pilot. 
The simulation involved the creation of an account on LifeRay and then the registration of an employer. It was an interesting exercise because the testers attempted to role-play it and look at the process from the viewpoint of an employer. This generated a number of queries about the process as well as some minor bugs with the system. (The results of this can be seen in Appendix D – Testing at Burton College)
After the simulation part the team met the manager of the Nursery who went through the process as well as one of the nursery assistants (who was a learner on the classroom assistant foundation degree course at Staffs University). This test produced similar and additional problems, all of which were recorded for reporting to the development team. Following both tests the Shrewsbury team met with the Project Manager for the SURF-WBL Way project to go through the test results in detail and to document what worked well and what needed fixing in preparation for the pilot.
As part of the pilot at Shrewsbury the team visited a local employer (an architect business with learners on the Construction Foundation Degree) to register and use the Support Point. The process was supported by the course tutor for the Foundation Degree course came and the Project Manager. The employer was given an introduction to the project and there was a discussion about the level of support the company received the College and the degree of communication established between the two organisations. It was clear that this employer was keen to be involved with the College and with the progress that his employees are making. He expressed satisfaction about the level and quality of feedback he got from the course tutor.
A Life Ray account had been created in advance of the meeting so that the employer only had to register on the Support Point. This went well and the employer seemed interested in what was available and welcomed what the project was trying to achieve.

Back at college the team met with the learners on the Foundation Degree learners and got them to access the support point and sign in using their university username and password. All the learners managed to log in to the system, updated their user details and worked through all the areas of the system. They all then sent their learner registration number to their employer so he could check their progress on the course. 
Problems

One of the identified priorities was the availability of course information at the university and at each of the partner colleges. After some investigation the team at Shrewsbury discovered that this information was only available electronically as ‘fact sheets’ in either Word documents or in web pages on the web site. This made it impractical for the support point web services to pull down the information ‘on demand’. 
There is a similar problem related to progression routes. The College’s prospectus details some information about progression routes for Foundation Degree students. The Student Services staff give individual help for learners as required and use a variety of methods to give help and advice, but nothing is documented or given out as standard for all learners, and certainly nothing is held in an electronic format that can readily by accessed by web services.
Feedback from the Complementary Therapy students at Shrewsbury had identified the need for an area where they could communicate not only with the rest of the group when they are not in College but with students and tutors at the partner colleges who are delivering and experiencing the same course materials, problems and ways of helping each other. One of the ILT team attended a Steering group meeting for Complementary Therapy which took place at the university where one of the agenda items involved tutors and 'IT' representatives from each partner institution discussing the possibility of having access to the same system for accessing materials and communication. It was identified that Newcastle, Cannock and Shrewsbury were using Moodle and that Stoke were using Learnwise. For the kind of communication being proposed there appeared to be several options:
1. Everyone could access the university VLE Blackboard to access the same materials and communication tools 

2. Learners could use their own institution VLE to access course materials, and use Blackboard for communication with other colleges 

3. One of the institution’s VLEs could be chosen for all to access 

4. Everyone could use the portal being developed for the SURF Project

During the life of the project access there were occasional access problems for the Shrewsbury team. The firewall and/or web filtering software blocked the use of the Support Point and/or the project collaboration software. This happened twice, once early on in the project and once towards the end of the project when new web filtering software was implemented with rigorous rules.
One of the issues that taxed all of the college partners was the capability for the web services to access to data within the colleges. As a case in point the team was asked to locate employer data, to identify the systems that held it and to consider how it could be made available. At Shrewsbury it was discovered that the MIS database had the facility to hold employer information but that the fields were not being populated. Some of the necessary data was distributed across multiple ‘personal systems’ (e.g. word processing documents, spreadsheets and email contact lists). There was also a database system called Goldmine with the capability to store this information, but this again was being used to much less than its potential.
While working on the employer data issue the Shrewsbury team also discovered another hidden issue. Apparently some employers give their employees the money to be on the course, so the employees pay the money and attend the course in their own time. In these instances the employer can be kept out of the loop and it is unlikely that the employees would give their employer the right to access completion and attendance data via the Support Point.
Each of the project teams were asked to consider how attendance data could be captured and included in the Support Point. At Shrewsbury College it was possible to extract the attendance data from the MIS as a CSV file so that it could be captured on demand by the Support Point. However when further analysed it was found that there were inconsistencies between the data required and the data stored.
Outcomes
A decision was made at the end of the project not to embed the Support Point into Shrewsbury College’s operating policies and practice. It is recognised by the College that the ‘portal’ is conceptually right and that all of the things of which it is capable are valid, but there are mitigating circumstances which made it impractical and impolitic to implement it. These circumstances are outlined below:

System overload – The College is suffering, as many institutions do from system overload and, at a time when attention is being given to systems integration, it is difficult to justify another system which requires user authentication. The Support Point is ‘bespoke’ and not universally ‘plug and play’ even though it has been built upon an open source platform (LifeRay) and made use of open standards (web services). 

Applicability – The Support Point has been developed for WBL within the SURF consortium but this means that it is not universally applicable to HE students at Shrewsbury College. The College now has students taking awards at Glyndŵr University and at Edge Hill University as well as at Staffordshire University.
Staff element – The College is locked in to a period of change in the curriculum which is in danger of causing ‘initiative overload’. The College want to exercise caution when confronted when considering any new system implementation.
Employer engagement – Perhaps one of the most compelling explanations for the College’s lack of engagement (in terms of embedding the Support Point), is the anecdotal background of lack of engagement from the employers’ perspective.
Appendix A – Questions based on Project Plan

(numbers in brackets refer to section numbers)

(2) ‘Targeted information’ – Does this mean that there will be ‘template’ screens designed for the different groups (tutors, employers, mentors, WBLs)?

OR does it mean that the resources are targeted?

(2) ‘Specific information views’ – again this sounds like a template aimed at user groups

(2) ‘[Resources in the repository] structured to enable individual and group’ – does this mean that the hive has to be structured? – Why is this if resources are accessed via a URL?

(4) ‘direct targeted access to resources held in a repository’ – Will learners who use the VLE access any resources via the portal?

General Questions

Who puts resources in the hive?
Who makes resources available via the portal?
Will a user of the portal be able to browse lists of personalised resources and select the ones appropriate to themselves?

Appendix B – Project Scoping
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WBL-Way – Required Functionality

Assumptions

· That all content is being ‘sucked in’ from other systems and NOT held in a portal database

· That the portal will hold information about user accounts

· Hive will have all WBL content plus any other material that is delivered to the users of the portal

· That the delivered pages will use a template of some kind

· That tutor to student communication will be via the VLE
Questions

· Do students have to register or are they already registered automatically?
Generic

The portal must:

· Be able give access to some material without the need to sign in (so that the portal can also be used as a marketing tool)

· Be able to distinguish through a registration/login process who the individual is (student, employer, mentor, staff)

· ‘Know’ for individuals which college and FD they are associated with

· Provide discussion boards that can be made specific to the groups of people who want to use it and private from others who shouldn’t see it

· Allow the users (particularly students) to configure/personalise some sections of their page/s. 

Guests (non registered users)

Guests (envisaged to be employers and mentors) using the portal will be able to:

· view marketing material which will help them to understand FDs and what is involved in their role in FDs (validation, assessment, contribution to development)
Student

A student using the portal will be able to:

· See the list of their course modules

· See their status – where they are up to on the course

· See a list of outstanding work

· See generic advice about being a WBL (information placed in Hive will include the existing WBL materials and other materials created for this project)

· See generic advice about progression routes and specific advice (in practice this will mean that there must be a SLA for all FD providers to create and post this information to Hive)

· Communicate with their mentor

· Link to their institution’s VLE to access specific course material and other forms of communication on their course (in practice tutors will be encouraged to use VLE communication tools to provide this level of support)

Staff

Staff using the portal will be able to:

· See the list of their course modules

· See the status of their students – where they are up to on the course

· See the named mentors and WBL Placement Providers 

Mentors

Mentors using the portal will be able to:

· See pertinent information related to their role as a mentor

· See the status of their mentees

Employers

Employers using the portal will be able to:

· See information about their employees who are on specific FDs (perhaps only if they are sponsoring their employees?)

Appendix C – Staff Interview Questions

1) What is the level of employer involvement?

2) What are the problems associated with dealing with employers?

3) How will WBL work?

4) What are the problems making WBL work?

5) What information have you got about Foundation Degrees (e.g. PDFs from FDF)

6) What are the problems in working with University staff in developing FDs?

7) What problems have you experienced in supporting students on FDs?

8) Can we talk to employers directly?

Appendix D – Testing at Burton College

Employer (testing done without employer)

	Created account on LifeRay
	OK

	Registering Manager
	Strange roles on offer including Clinical Psychology 

	
	Why is the list of companies not in alphabetical order (and Area of Interest)

	
	What is wrong with the Register buttons? There seems to be something behind them (text perhaps?)

	
	Clicked to submit this registration and all fields went blank. When we logged out and logged back in again it was clear that we had not registered successfully

We discovered that this was because we had chosen Burton College from the bottom of the list of companies – when we created a new company instead it worked fine!

	
	We then also discovered that whenever you add a new company (so we added Burton College a few times) that appears at the bottom of the list, but there are some blank lines above as well

	
	


Employer (testing done with Nursery Manager)

	Created account for employer
	Question ‘What’s my screen name?’ – we told her that it was the way she would be known online but then realised that it was actually her login name

	
	‘Don’t look at my date of birth’ was the comment as we sat with Ruth

	
	Ruth’s data was already in the system so it wouldn’t let her use it again – see question about removing the old data

	Registered the employer
	Question ‘Is it the department in my organisation?’

	Logged in a learner
	We had to explain that Kim should use her Staffs login and password (as per her ID card) – perhaps this should be made clear

	Registered a learner
	The Faculties, Subjects, and Subject Links lists are not complete so Kim was not able to select relevant choices

	
	What on earth are Subject Links?

	
	support is missing a capital S

	
	It isn’t clear that you can either select a company from the list or add a new one (see employer registration because it does make it clear there)

	
	Not enough choices in Your Role or Department

	
	Question ‘Why am I being asked for Subjects of Interest?’

	
	Question ‘Why am I being asked to say that SURF can use my data for marketing purposes?’

	
	It is not clear that the learner is going to be given an ID to give to the employer, nor that the employer is then going to have the rights to see their data

	
	Registration failed – we tried three times, carefully filling in all the fields that were needed


Appendix 2 – Burton Story

Developing the WBLWAY Support Point - Burton College Report
Background

Educational Context

Burton College has built a £5 Million block to accommodate HE in FE students and develop links with local employers. The college is keen to participate in any initiative which they perceive assists this. The systems and processes at the college are maturing to cope with the demands of employer engagement at this HE level. The project particularly presses our developing ICT/ILT maturity.
Organisational Context
Burton Upon Trent College covers the East Staffordshire/West Derbyshire area, and enrols 10,000 students each year. Until involvement with the SURF (Staffordshire University Regional Federation) Work Based Learning (WBL) Projects Burton Upon Trent College had largely worked alone to develop an ILT (Information Learning Technology) infrastructure. The college IT infrastructure is a Tribal managed service. This means that the Senior Manger for IT systems and support and key Management Information Services  staff are all Tribal employees. Tribal dominates, IT products, services, and development. The college is keen to provide e-support to students and employers but tends to wait for a Tribal solution.

Aims and Objectives
From a Burton College perspective the views of the College Operational Management Team on the developing service were that they:

· Preferred the pilot to be conducted with smaller employers.

· Appreciated value of such a service to our larger employers training officers in the long term. 

· Believed that the WBLWAY Information Point services deserved close consideration, due to our pursuit of The Training Quality Standard. 
· Believed that the WBLWAY Information Point link should be on the college website, on pages developed for general e-services, and they should encourage use.
Technical Context
Checking on Data held 

After meeting with Ian Ross (Assistant Principal MIS and IT Services), Muhalb Alsaffar (Network Manager), and Tim Davies (IT Database Support), our statement on information held electronically was added and updated to Google groups on several occasions.
Ian and Garry Phillips (Assistant Principal Standards and Development) had concerns about allowing access to information. Having said that, based on discussions with Howard Brierley (Assistant Principal Collaboration and Learner Services), it was apparent that information of use to the project was limited. The new college structure (with key posts appointed and roles and responsibilities still "bedding in") has devolved responsibility for employer engagement down to Curriculum Area Leader level, with each Faculty having an Advanced Practitioner with some responsibility for Employer Engagement. Devolvement results in local expertise being used but also a little confused administration - particularly on the systems front. 

Summary of Burton College FD MIS information Developments  Posted April 07

MIS Systems

Marketing and Directorate of Employer Engagement operate ACT (a Sage employer contact product).

EBS (our MIS System) has sponsors tables which can identify FD sponsors.

We have recently been using PELCOM  PICS to  track learners by course – a  £5K module exists to drill to performance criteria level but we will not be getting it. 

We are investigating Skills Folio and other ILP products in order to track learners to module level.

The combined function that these two products fulfil is likely to be handled by Tribal’s MAYTAS (or Access ATRACKER) which we are looking into but which will not be in place for at least a year.  This affords Employers, Students, Staff, the opportunity to the track progress of work-based learners - particularly with regards to our HE developments.

Other Records

Records of work-based learners at/below course level are currently paper-based. There is no overarching college system.

Comments

Our Assistant Principal for MIS and IT Infrastructure (Ian Ross) has misgivings, with regards for data protection, about allowing access to data. He also has concerns about timescales, as our IT reporting capability is not in place yet and neither is our collection of data in any detailed format.

Methodology
The Google Blog  ( http://surfwbl-wayburton.blogspot.com/) detailed the development decisions made as the project progressed.
An indication of how the project progressed at Burton College can be obtained from the collection of research tools and communications presented below;

Sense checks 
Informal meetings with partner colleges were taken to clarify and interpret the project scope.
Questions based on Project Plan    (numbers in brackets refer to section numbers)

(2) ‘Targeted information’ – Does this mean that there will be ‘template’ screens designed for the different groups (tutors, employers, mentors, WBLs)?
Notes: This is what I envisage…..
OR does it mean that the resources are targeted?

(2) ‘Specific information views’ – again this sounds like a template aimed at user groups. Is this going to be the case?

(2) ‘[Resources in the repository] structured to enable individual and group’ – does this mean that the hive has to be structured? – Why is this if resources are accessed via a URL?

As long as URL links to material intended for a specific group – No. I assume it will work as the material store does on Tribal’s VLE, with each material having a material record with metadata that includes purpose.

(4) ‘Direct targeted access to resources held in a repository’ – Will learners who use the VLE access any resources via the portal?

Yes. Demarcation between portal and VLE will have to be agreed. The model that we designed on 19th Feb 07 “suggests” that the portal does not do the job of a VLE. My definition is Portal =  prescriptive/informative/relatively formal “service orientated layer” (see Mark’s recommended video 20th Feb email) allowing access to protected information to all parties. 

VLE = Tool that enables relatively informal supportive communication between tutor and students and collaborative work between students - and posts work in hand.

The difference for a student would be that the portal houses material at a course progress information level. The VLE would house material at a “work in progress level”. Tutors get at students via a VLE because the VLE is an educational tool. Mentors get at students via the portal because the portal is an administrative tool. 
General Questions:
Who puts resources in the hive?

Who makes resources available via the portal?

Will a user of the portal be able to browse lists of personalised resources and select the ones appropriate to themselves?

Selection of employers
We engaged employers who would not be deterred by project setbacks and who would be proactive. I particularly avoided larger prominent employers when planning the pilot phase. As our college had been through a restructuring, whereby employer engagement became a set aim, I targeted curriculum areas with close established links to the college.
When introducing employers to the project I found it useful to meet them along with one or two learners. This meant that discussions about usefulness had more than one perspective. Often learners stressed that they wished employers to be aware of and involved with their study progress.
As part of our restructuring and new build HE centre plans, staff involved with work based learning at NVQ level and staff newly charged with HE employer engagement have began to work together. Project team visits to senior management teams led to awareness of the project at that level.

Burton College

Employers engaged for WBL-WAY Trial for September 07.

The Brewhouse Arts Centre Burton on Trent

Principal Contact  - Rachel Huyton (Principal Arts Manager)

Also….Mike Mears (Development Manager)

FD DATA (Dance and Theatre Arts)

East Staffordshire Children’s Centre

Waterloo Street

Burton on Trent

Principal Contact  - Sue Cornes  (Centre Manager)

Also…..Sally Whitbread   

FD  Early Years

Burton College Day Nursery

Lichfield Street

Burton on Trent

Principal Contact – Ruth Gill  (Manager)

01283 494400

Example Questionnaires and Summaries of Returns.
Questionnaires were conducted and replies reported. The following are examples of this.

Summary of responses to Burton College Portal Requirements Questionnaire Jan 2007.

Three year groups of FD’s Early Years, groups of Teaching Assistants, and selected students from the Faculty of Management Studies and Creative Studies were introduced to WBL-Way, alongside general services and information services that are available to them.

Level of Response. 

The Early Years FD students were particularly generally poorly informed about services, something that Staffordshire University had addressed by offering support sessions. This reflected on the response to the questionnaires. Students did not elicit responses from Mentors or Employers. They offered the response that they were poorly served by both as they often worked for small enterprises and they were often the senior member of staff or the most informed about FD’s.

Factors highlighted 

Contact with managers/Mentors was informal. Students bemoaned the lack of a perceived formal structure which would give them opportunities to progress their work based learning.

Students linked all e-support together in their minds. Awareness of and access to information services and study skills help was as important as progress records  and progression advice.

The possibility of  accessing administrative records online was not understood as there was no awareness of  the extent of e-developments.

There was no link, apart from personal reflections in assignments, between  learning college and work.

No student commented on or was are of any “good practice” that they would recommend.

Response to portal

Amidst confusion about e-services in general – Generally students can’t envisage engagement with mentors/employers, although the response from manufacturing/Technological FD’s was more encouraging.  Students welcomed anything that improved their employers interest in their educational development. Continuous contact between all stakeholders was deemed to be unlikely yet preferable.

SURF WBL-WAY PROJECT SCOPING – WORK BASED LEARNING PORTAL REQUIREMENTS QUESTIONNAIRE. 

Project outline

Staffordshire University and three SURF partner colleges are working on a two year project (named WBL-WAY) to develop a Foundation Degree Work Based Learning Portal. This portal would be accessed by Employers, Employees, Mentors, and Tutors, seeking information. We need to determine what information would be useful. In this case from people who are already involved with Foundation Degrees.

The project will use material developed by a previous Work Based Learning project which can be viewed at – 

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/COSE/SURFWBL/documents.htm
This website explains the types of support materials that have been developed –
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….and introduces, via links, a few of the materials –
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…which could look something like the mock-up below when the portal is developed.
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Questions were developed (and appropriately spaced in their final format to allow completion (unlike below).
WBLWAY Questionnaire

Who are you?

(please tick)





Employer 



 

Employee taking Foundation Degree





Self funded Foundation Degree Student





Tutor





Mentor
1. What form does existing support for Work Based Learning take? (for example:are there formal reporting structures in place?  Where do you get information from?  How do you record/view student progress?)

2. What information would you like to have immediate online access to: do you have all of the information that you need? (for example: student progress records….or any of the range of support materials displayed on the website)
3. Are there any administrative records that you already have to complete that you would like to complete online?

4. Are there any administrative records, not already undertaken, that you feel should be developed online to help everyone concerned with Work Based Learning?

5. How close is the link between learning at college and at work :Could this be improved in any way?

6. Are you aware of progression routes beyond Foundation Degrees : would you like this information to be available online?

7. Have you had a negative experience of Work Based Learning, caused by

a. A lack of information or incorrect information?

8. Are there any instances of good practice that you have experienced, with regards to the administration of Work Based Learning, that you feel should be encouraged?

Scoping Interviews
Scoping interviews were conducted with senior staff and key HE developers at the college. This example shows the composite summary that was presented to the project manager through Google Groups.

Scoping Questionnaire SURF WBL-WAY December 2006/ January 2007
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What problems need to be solved to make WBL work on Foundation Degrees?
Access to student info for employers via online progress files is needed to formalise employer contribution to the evaluation of student progress. Thus setting the standard and establishing WBL support norms. This could also help staff to develop consistent levels of support.

Marketing improvements – which a portal could help with (vis telling employers that we really have got the administration and student support developed to a higher level ….and emphasising progression possibilities).
Are there University “blockages” in the process of developing FD’s?
Time frames/processes for course development are too rigid as are start dates (late enrolment possibilities etc). Hybrid offerings are difficult to achieve (offering modules from several programmes- tailoring courses to attract employers/students – and building credits). Biggest problem is that there are no plans to scrap HND’s to force promotion of FD’s.
Are there college wide “rules of engagement” for developing the WBL aspects of FD’s
Employer Engagement policy does now include FD’s (Director of Employer engagement – Howard Boswell). Marketing now keep a database of all contacts cross college (see details of staff contact structure below).*
What is the present level of employer involvement with Foundation Degrees?

What are they involved with? (APEL, Assessment, Mentoring)?

What do you see as necessary employer involvement – do employers understand this?

How is this achieved?

What Are the problems associated with engaging employers? 

Is there an employer forum?

Who advises them?

Are there contractual “understandings” that employers must accept?


Most of the questions about employer involvement were not answered.

There is a need for APEL advice and formalised levels of acceptance.

Hospitality, Art, and Construction have formal employer forums held once per term.

Advanced Practitioners (with an employer engagement briefs) have been given the objective of setting up forums but these staff have only just been appointed. The problems associated with employer engagement have yet to be met.

The only document promoting “understanding of FD requirements” was the HE prospectus coupled with marketing literature.

Employers are not generally involved with anything. Students studying 
for the foundation degree for Teaching Assistants appear to have no 
WBL support from WBL providers. One comment was that they were treated on a par with parent helpers. Formally WBL was not happening.

The availability of HND’s does not help.
Would the college allow researchers/project staff to talk directly to employers?

How can this be achieved? Are there any intermediaries?
*The college has restructured to improve responsiveness to employer engagement. The business development unit loosely includes FD’s within their remit. The units outreach workers are the main intermediaries. However, in practice these workers only advise about the existence of FD’s  and stop WBL contact after HNC,s. An Advanced Practitioner has been appointed in each Faculty (4 AP’s) with the distinct role of employer engagement. The 14 Curriculum Area Leaders also have an employer engagement brief. The Curriculum Area of Early Years and Care has a placement officer (a throwback to lower level work experience) who will be used for higher level WBL arrangements.

With the number of possible contacts with employers by numerous college staff causing a potential problem the college has set up an ACT database which is controlled by marketing. Every contact with an employer should be recorded on this database. All aforementioned staff are aware of this being college policy but use is patchy. Any WBL-WAY portal development will obviously add to this administrative workload.

We will have to take this into account when we determine the skills set  
required of the WBL-WAY project officer that we intend to appoint.

What types of foreseeable problems are there when supporting students on Foundation Degrees?
The engagement of staff with ILT systems to support learning and administration.
Gender (a high proportion of our FD students are female). Money/work/life study considerations (even childcare provision comes into consideration.

Is the move from HND to FD inevitable?

The investment has been too great to turn back but the presence of HND’s is a barrier.
Are there established methods for tracking and monitoring APEL of students?

No.

OTHER COMMENTS
Our most successful FD’s are those which do not have a comparable HND. 

Success for FD’s would be enhanced if certain ethnic groups could be engaged.
Student information mail-slots
These were organised to supplement meetings with the target course students. An example is below:
Foundation Degree in Dance and Theatre Arts
Burton College and Staffordshire University have been working to develop a trial Information Point for Foundation Degree students (leaflet enclosed). The trial for this service can be accessed from the Burton College website, following the instructions below. On accessing the Information Point using your Staffordshire University login details, you will be able to view your personal progress on your Foundation Degree, access forums, and gain general information about Foundation Degrees. 

It is very early in the development stage of this service and we would like to obtain your opinion. The service is only in its trial stage and is by no means ready to launch completely. Please return the form attached in the envelope provided.
Access
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Click Moodle on website > Click WBLWAY > login using Staffordshire details and complete registration. Please do not be unduly concerned if you have any difficulties. Just return the form and let us know.

Scenarios
The college contributed to the collection of scenarios (ref. Centre for Excellence – guidelines on project management.)
Scenario 1
I am the college marketing Officer at Burton College. Although I’m not a tutor, I work closely with Curriculum Area Leaders who are charged with developing FD’s. I have a wish list for a portal which includes: making better use of our ACT database (to detail FD contacts which we can differentiate), links to course marketing literature (leaflets, prospectus, application), provision of financial advice, invitation contact with our designated HE adviser, illustrative  timeline for developing an FD.  I would also like to see use of open day podcasts or other media and illustrative diary blogs to explain what is involved. Tutors agree that these would encourage the use of reflective tools by students undertaking FD’s. whether or not a portal is the place to house these is debatable.
Scenario 2
I am a construction tutor in the Faculty of Technology at Burton College. As yet I have found it difficult to involve employers in the Foundation Degrees that I teach on. Most of them belong to SME’s and it is a big undertaking for them to provide work based training opportunities. We have undertaken forums, which meet once a term, but the links with the workplace are limited and meetings are not well attended. I am looking forward to a time when the processes and expectations placed on employers are carefully explained. I would like to see a quick method of explaining where students are up to in their studies and possibly communicating with employers.
Scenario 3

I am a senior tutor with particular responsibility for quality assurance and developing our He offering. I would appreciate a portal that reassured new placement providers/employers that we have got the administration of FD’s sorted. Any marketing support would be appreciated.
Scenario 4
I am a tutor, from the Faculty of Business Leisure and Care, involved with the Foundation Degree for Teaching Assistants. Talking to my students and listening to their grievances throws up interesting opportunities for development. They bemoan their perceived “lack of formal reporting structures”. They would like access to study skills help and guidelines explaining how to benefit from work experience. They do not know what progress records are kept on them. They feel ill informed about progression routes. Some students have attempted to provide their own work placement and have had great difficulty in obtaining support, particularly when there is no “explanation of expectations” that can be shown to employers.
Scenario 5
I am a tutor in the Faculty of Business, Leisure and Care. I teach on the FD in Early Years. My line manager is presently concerned about preserving continuity on the course when I take maternity leave. Obviously, any standardised record keeping and course support online would help here. My students also largely work at small nurseries where they may well be  amongst the most experienced staff. Providing mentoring guidelines and procedures for staff who are often peers rather than managers would be helpful. Most of my students are confused about the possibilities of online support – they request access to progress records alongside access to e-journals, study skills help. They have said that there is no advice about what aspects of their work experience they should reflect on in their assignments.
CAL Interviews and Case Studies
Curriculum Area Leaders were invited for interview.
SURF Foundation Degree Project (WBL-Way). Request for interview.
I would appreciate any information that you could provide me with about administrative processes that you presently use, or would like to see developed, to support everyone involved with Foundation Degrees. Please complete the form attached indicating a date/time that we could meet (return via the library or directly to me) and I will collate and report back to the University and The HE Curriculum and Quality Group.
The front sheet of the questionnaire briefly explains the SURF WBL-WAY project, whereby the University is going develop a portal intended to improve support for Work Based aspects of Foundation Degrees.  

Garry Phillips has already commented on areas such as: progression advice, improvement in mentoring arrangements, etc. The University have particularly asked about what information we hold and how we administer the work based learning.

Initial notes from the two initial meetings with employers are presented below.
Example 1: Setting up a Foundation Degree at Burton College - Tutor and employers perspective. 
FD in Performance and Small Scale Touring 

Name change in Sept 07 to FD in Dance and Theatre Arts.
Tutor (Burton) Jo Cooper

Two initial ain employer links – Burton Brewhouse Arts Centre, Jenny Hutton – Upbeat Dance, Derby.

Relevance to project

This is a college led Foundation Degree. Existing college students will be offered a Foundation Degree progression route with the college supporting students in their search for work based learning providers. The college has strong links with The Burton Brewhouse Arts Centre. Hence, the mentoring of students and possibilities for trialling the project should be strong. WBL-WAY should be a particularly good means of supporting college led FD development, such as this.

Requests made to project team

On viewing the Life-Ray mock up and being introduced to project achievements so far –

We want:  access to usable versions of the WBL materials quickly organised through WBL-WAY. A portal presence and marketing and support materials that are useful for us to use to quickly introduce FD’s to employers who we are attempting to agree to engage our students. Particularly guidance on what employers must provide.
Mentoring handbooks have been developed for our courses (via Rowena Beighton-Dykes Staffs University) in isolation. We would like to make more use of centrally developed materials. Staff are unaware of the wider ILT picture. WBL-Way should be launched quickly and explain the FD ILT support for students in general. Staff launching FD’d do not know about Blackboard and FD’s.  They do not know how to access the FD Resource Bank or what it is (staffs.ac.uk/fdbank).

10th January 2008- Burton Arts Centre register for WBLWAY

Rachel Huyton, Principal Arts Manager, Burton Brewhouse Arts Centre.

Background:  Burton College has entered into an arrangement with the arts centre whereby the arts centre offers valuable work based training for arts students in order to enhance their CV’s and prepare them to enter a highly competitive employment field.

In particular, the college has used its relationship with the arts centre to develop its Performing Arts Foundation Degree, in order to allow post BTEC students to continue their professional development.
Registration comments

Process was confusing and off-putting. Difficulty found when the screens did not refresh or lead to the next stage of registration. Kept having to log out and back in again to achieve registration.  Company name could not be entered as field was greyed out.

Other Comments
Rachel was introduced to the Aim Higher West Midlands summaries of how an information point could help employers. She was also made aware of materials that would be made accessible from the service when Hive is up and running..
She pointed out that the centre was too small to offer employment but intends to remain engaged in the “portfolio development” of local students. On this score, Rachel would welcome any efforts that could facilitate this, such as, progression information, portfolio building advice, and employment skills. She particularly could make use of any guidance on sponsorship, careers, taxation, and marketing.

Responsibility for the administration task of adding student details to employers screens is time consuming. Could students be given an opportunity to add themselves to employers portfolios of WBL learners?
Example 2: East Staffordshire Children’s Centre registers for WBLWAY
Background
Burton College has a long standing relationship with the East Midlands Childrens’ Centre. We primarily work with the centre manager (Sue Cornes), and  her assistant (Sally Whitbread). For project purposes Hayley Johnson,  the centre’s training officer will now liaise with the college over the Information Portal. The centre offers WBL and short term placements for all of our care students at all levels. Interestingly, the centre does not perceive that they have a formal role to play in the running/support of Foundation Degrees. 

The attitude towards FD students is supportive but not even remotely formalised. As HE students the perception is that they are undertaking this line of advancement “under their own steam” and the only concern is that study does not interfere with their job.

Discussing the Information Point and documents that we hope to provide from it (ie mentoring etc) opened useful discussion about the development of FD’s. Really, this is fringe (but essential) benefit of the project.

Funding idiosyncrasies, whereby the centre is a little remote from the County Council funding of FD students, may be the cause of the staffs perception of FD’s. However, the students at the centre  were “less than pleased” with the administration of FD’s. This is something that I have observed in class with all year groups of the care FD’s. This is partly to do with students adapting to the demands of HE and the academic standing of the students but mostly to do with how the courses are administered and delivered.

Registration comment
This went smoothly. However, on logging out to allow students to register and obtain permission codes for Hayley, Hayley could not get back into the Information Point. She was able to automatically regenerate a new password but her username did not work. Checking with Sam and Ray, I’m almost sure, confirmed that we were using the right username.

Unable to automatically register second person to the organisation (East Staffs Childrens’ Centre) in the dropdown list as this was not generated. 
Note- on using Ruth Gill’s registration to illustrate WBLWAY, I noticed that the student details had disappeared from her view.

Other Comments
When Hayley saw how positive the students were about the project she really became involved with discussing the possibilities. Note for further discussion: the students were totally ignorant of Blackboard etc and only aware of  Staffordshire Universities Information Services because of the initiative taken by Andrea Hatton on behalf of the University.
Hayley would be particularly keen for WBLWAY to name course tutors and lines of responsibility and promote communication. She was also keen for it to cover other levels of WBL.

Problems Embedding Change in Processes/ Policies
The Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL), a Quality Improvement Agency initiative (to be replaced by the Learning and Skills Improvement service (LSIS) in October 2008, launched an initiative named eXplore in 2007. Evaluation of the leadership skills needed to promote WBLWAY was one of the change management tasks that the project manager at Burton College targeted during the programme.
Summary of findings.
Successful Change Management  depends on;

“an understanding of the micro-political climate of the organisation and active recruitment of a critical mass of supporters”. NT

Analysing attitudes towards the changes that I have been attempting to change was something that I perhaps should have formally undertaken. Subconsciously, I knew what was likely to happen and who were “resisters”. I did note that I should “develop a consistency of influential support” in order to achieve a critical mass of supporters. I feel that I did understand them and respected some of their arguments. “I am already doing my best to engage with employers with the time that I have  - what more do you want?” is a pretty powerful stance to take when resisting change. Ignorance of the proposed change is difficult when people deliberately choose to remain ignorant. Whilst senior managers sometimes wish to attempt to coerce to achieve results, Lewiki and Saunders set the guidelines that I choose to follow;


“Sweeten the offer rather than intensify the threat.”

Meaning that I seek to enhance the attractiveness of acceptance.
Cost benefit analysis is more difficult to consider. Most staff object to changes involving IT. They view ILT as cost cutting and as “probably going to affect” job security – particularly as it often involves the sharing of resources.  I like the advice, “prove the bottom line”. I accepted that college senior managers definitely considered the financial benefits on a superficial staffing level and that staff were right to fear this. However, I was able to argue that benefits were “social rather than financial” and that even on these grounds financial benefits would result. Vis….. the cost benefits were not as a result of staffing costs but as a result of student performance.  

It is worth noting from the outset that the outcome of this battle to change culture is beginning to show dramatic signs that we have entered the “Acceptance” stage.
At the outset, I set out to identify the “current state” which I was attempting to “unfreeze”; 

“We simply have not been able to have enough contact with employers and students with experienced lecturers acting as mediators”;

as lecturers remained in “Denial” and myself and my team were;

“aware of the problems of engaging staff. We anticipated difficulties due to our experience of encouraging staff to take up ILT and embrace Information/communication technologies.”

Whilst we acknowledged that;

“The general ILT  infrastructure at  Burton College is not  yet at the point where project resources are fully exploited” …and…. “Even when attempts have been made to commission materials, response has been slow. This has also occurred in the case of part-time staff who have no significant time constraints”;

we did have support and the external “Political Climate” supported our initiatives as the;

“Principal’s letter of commitment enabled staff to enlist the support of our IT support team and Network Manager on ILT matters Even armed with a consortium agreement, it is has been difficult to gain management agreement to the employment of key project staff.”
CEL (The Centre of Excellence in Leadership) stated;

“Firstly, do not underestimate the difficulty of engaging with staff”.

Looking for guidance on leadership of culture change and support to justify my actions, I at first turned to the AoC/NILTA. My plan of action was referenced;

“Against the seven areas identified by Association of Colleges/National Information and Learning Technologies Association (AoC / NILTA)”.

These included Leadership and via my position on college committees I set out to;   

“ Ensure all members of senior management have a good understanding of  the information point and its benefits”. 

Thus enlisting “power to support” culture change, particularly on my terms. Organisational and Management processes, 

“followed the project management guidelines set by the project management team”. 
I encouraged comparisons with levels of support available at partner colleges and constantly engaged with other SURF colleges to argue for an increase in ILT support in general. Something to show staff who were involved with the development of foundation degrees but who were not open to collaborating with anyone to develop materials
I took many steps (Lewin’s “Soft Stuff)  to achieve compliance which mainly involved working with staff. A launch event was held at Staffordshire University and each of the partner colleges had informal arrangements for dissemination and collaboration. As indicated by NT Micro-political mindmapping notes, groups were noted;

“Some individuals are enthusiasts and experts, many are indifferent, nervous and unsure of the benefits, and some are even hostile.”
Taking more advice on leadership in this context in noted Mary Barker’s summary in her capacity as Managing Director AOC NILTA when she advised on difficulties and staff acceptance of ILT.

“Put in place long term strategies for transitional investment as well as human resource strategies to assist with change management process.  This is essential to give ownership to staff at all levels and to plan for financial aspects of development.”

This was difficult to achieve as I was not only playing the role of leader but also as the main advocate of necessary strategies to senior managers in order to instigate necessary changes. This can be very frustrating work. I did exactly what Mary suggested by seeking to;

“Develop strategies on a wide range of topics reflecting the ethos and culture you wish to develop, and involving staff to whom they will apply at all stages of development”;

Particularly focussing on the long term benefits and taking note of the emotional security of the staff by noting Mary’s main emphatic advice to;
Consult consult consult! With all staff at all stages of the change management process.

Simply by presenting ideas and activities for others to scruitinise you are forced to think about them so that’s already a catalyst for change.
Sharing goals as  a leadership tactic to encourage required change was used, as initiatives such as Quality Standards had mutual objectives. 

There are other worthwhile comments within the report that mirror advice given in training literature. Commenting on Leadership ;


“It’s giving people the confidence to go on and try things;”

reflects on the dynamics of change and how important it is to inspire and give direction in a non threatening way. This is particularly true as encouraging collaboration in a non threatening way encourages leaders to glean “generated ideas”. I particularly noted the reports “warts and all” recommended mode of presentation. This relates to my earlier comments regarding cost benefit analysis and my preference for an open acknowledging style of persuasion. This acknowledges negotiation skills. The sort of thing Fisher and Fry advocate;

“as a negotiator you will almost certainly want to look for solutions that will leave the other side satisfied as well.” 
Conclusion- re-Change Processes.
Formal acceptance of College ILT needs really needs to be embedded more strongly in college procedures to have effect. A statement in a college report  (below) does not help progress. Much “soft work”, mentioned earlier in this summary, has to be undertaken.

“The development of ILT and e-learning within Burton College is fundamental to the development of the College, members of staff and learners.  The ILT Strategy and its annual Development Plan must drive forward innovative approaches to teaching, learning and assessment which improves the efficiency and effectiveness of the College and which will ultimately be funded by the success of learners.”
The rate of development of ILT and ICT support and communications throughout the post-16 sector differs widely.  Some individuals are enthusiasts and experts, many are indifferent, nervous and unsure of the benefits, and some are even hostile.  Yet to meet the objectives of the e-learning strategy, especially in relation to sustainability and resource planning, colleges must develop e-learning approaches significantly, with an emphasis on good “pedagogical practice and good business sense.
Dissemination
Professor Mark Stiles and Fleur Phillips (Corfield) attended the College ILT Strategic Planning Group chaired by our Deputy Principal, Jon Vincent, and several senior post holders. Mark and Fleur presented the project aims to the group and introduced the possibilities surrounding the repository developments (Harvest Road's HIVE) that will impact the project delivery.
The projects developments interested the senior managers present as they could be considered alongside the IT infrastructure developments planned by Ian Ross, the Assistant Principal contracted to Burton College from Tribal. Ian's IT plans are documented on the project Google Groups Pages, as the depth of useful data on college management systems is affecting the project. This is apparent at all project partner colleges.
Burton College Operations Management Team Response 

The paper of 6th June 2008 (posted on WBLWAY Google Groups) was presented  to our Operations Management Group (Deputy/Assistant Principals, Heads of Faculties).
I had the opportunity to brief the group at length about WBLWAY and the activity that Burton college has been involved with so far.
The consensus was that, "The college preferred to promote SURF locally to meet our own objectives". This referred to the building of the new HE centre and the policy of encouraging stay at home student to access HE provision locally. There was an element of competition with other SURF colleges.
One comment mentioned the name of the information point. This was in relation to it not indicating FD HE based WBL . Also the use of Frameup within college was discussed, as this can, and most possibly will soon, be used to allow both employer and student access to course progress etc. Of course, this does not include the communication aspects of WBLWAY.
The OMT are happy to allow the WBLWAY link to remain on the college website and mentioned the possible value of such a service to our larger employers training officers. As a review of our online services is imminent, due to our pursuit of The Training Quality Standard, and giving consideration to our self-promotion concerns they would prefer the pilot to continue with smaller employers.
The process of embedding WBLWAY into college processes is continuing. It features in the ILT Development Plan but not in the consciousness of the key players in employer engagement and HE in FE.
Steps taken to take the project forward after June 2008:

· Development of a portal from our college web site that places WBLWAY visibly alongside all of the ILT services that I am developing (from Library- to Moodle- to Well at College etc).
· Encouraging the take-up by students (particularly where my contact employers have an, " I see them everyday anyway", attitude).
Adding a WBLWAY agenda item, to follow up our pursuit of the Training Quality Standard, at the OMT meeting on June 6th 2008. To point out that WBLWAY satisfies some of the requirements for the standard. To restate that our employer engagement team, HE curriculum developers, marketing team, should be helping me with this project. 
Along with Assistant Principal Garry Phillips and following Mark and Fleur's presentation to our ILT Group, I included WBLWAY in my 1st October update to the SMT on my activities to drive ILT before our anticipated inspection. "The Future is further away than you may think" and " "The future is already here" were my two themes, as I put a realistic slant on where Burton College stands and where our SMT wants me to quickly go (all by myself it appears )

College Work Based Learning Team.
As a result of SMT meeting I was asked to perform again on Wednesday October 24th for the WBL team. (Note at this stage: That I have informed a recent college governors initiative aimed at questioning the new college structure that cross college organistion of WBL stops at a level below FD's.)
People who should but aren't involved in WBLWAY attended the meeting (ie Marketing) were introduced to all of my initiatives (mostly VLE, ILT training, and WBLWAY). All that I can say is that I raised awareness without really establishing any future level of co-operation.


Plans for future engagement


The Standards and Development Unit at college now has a dedicated HE Curriculum Development Manager (employed on a temporary project basis). He will be made aware of the Information Point, as the Curriculum Area Leaders have been at formal leadership meetings which were promoted by CEL (Centre for Excellence in Leadership) and Kingston Universties "Managers into Leaders" programme. Involvement in the LSC's Technology Exemplar Network should also provide an opportunity to promote the WBLWAY Information Point.

An immediate opportunity to engage staff teams should be afforded by the training programme we have just initiated to embed FrameUp. FrameUp is now being used to begin to track work based leaners at all levels below HE. It clearly presents the framework that students follow and enables staff to monitor student progress, details and involvement with employers but is only an internal tracking tool ( accessed by college staff only).
Outcomes
In accordance with the project plan, Burton College followed the project management guidelines set by the project management team to achieve the targets outlined in the project bid. The designated Senior Learning Technologist (Mike Parker) attended project meetings and related events on behalf of the college. Other Burton College staff also contributed towards the progress of the project. Lecturing staff involved with Foundation Degree developments offered assistance via questionnaires and involvement with material development and trials of output with students. 

Technical staff, notably Staffordshire University student web content developers Mark Lloyd and Samantha Rudd, assisted with feasibility discussions along with Information Services Staff. Members of the college’s Senior Management Team were kept informed via the designated senior manager for the project  (Garry Phillips -Assistant Principal Standards and Development) and reports were routinely made to The ILT Strategic Planning Group chaired by the Deputy Principal (Jon Vincent).
http://www.trainingqualitystandard.co.uk/page.php?p=87 

This is the employer engagement linked standard that Burton College is 
going for (guided by collaboration with West Cheshire College). 

Basically we have to develop all aspects of our employer engagement -  which definitely includes websites and ILT / ICT solutions. 
Final Reflection
I planned to achieve a culture change in the use of ILT by unblocking a nationally recognised middle management block. I even presented my audience with a press article showing this at a formal middle management presentation.  I knew that I had really got a winning position, even though I anticipated resistance.  General ICT/ILT change at college is being processed via: two college ILT groups (Implementation and Strategic Planning), Teacher Training initiatives, Curriculum Projects, Standards and Development monitoring, Inter-College Peer Assessment initiatives, Inspection recommendations, senior management  Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s), etc.
The one aim of the presentation was to provoke action by Curriculum Area Leaders (CAL’s)  to monitor use of the Information point in the course teams that they control. Recognition of the fact that their line managers (Faculty Heads) were being charged with the task and that the CAL’s themselves must support initiatives was my intention. 
The CAL’s were prepared in advance by a memorandum detailing our ambitions. They knew that change with regards to employer engagement was coming. They didn’t really accept that they had a role, other than instructing staff to use the service. My intention was use examples of good practise in the college to persuade them. The presentation also afforded them the chance to respond and shape an agreed response. However, the drive to implement changes is a still ongoing. However, the presentation did set the agenda. 
Conclusion
It is difficult to get Managers, mentors, tutors to adopt WBLWAY, in the face of the numerous ILT/IT software initiatives that the college is launching (from FrameUp to Covalent to Pro- Achieve to etc. WBLWAY has a link on the login page to our VLE. Our Senior and Middle managers are fully aware of its potential. Contact with employers has led to demand for such services.

[image: image13.png]Course Support

fhoodle

‘Support foryour course f study (Resources, Open access 0
‘Guidance, Drectinks o atabases) wiin Student o
Secure leaming areas




Implications and Recommendations

The college has to make sense of the many opportunities that emerging ICT communication tools and MIS system tools afford. My recommendation is to ensure that pursuit of the Quality Standard involves use of WBLWAY in our web information and communication offerings.
Appendix 3 – Stoke Story

WBL Support Point Development and Support activities

Background

Organisational context

Stoke on Trent college is one of the largest FE colleges in the country. It spans two main campuses, Cauldon and Burslem, and delivers teaching in many other institutions and areas around the city. The college is heavily centred on the work based learning and skills for work and life aspect of teaching and as such offers many courses with some form of hands on work experience. 

The college is also heavily focused on the use of ILT to aid learning which is reflected in its excellent IT facilities and various support teams around the college.

Naturally the college is also keen on employer engagement and aims to educate students in skills that will be relevant in the real world. The best example of this is the types of construction courses at the college which are delivered in the John Seddon building – a custom built facility solely dedicated to practical skills for use in the construction industry. There are many other examples of this type of approach all over the college in addition to a strong focus on work based learning in the education and development of its own staff.

Educational Context

Foundation degrees at the college conform strongly to this model. Many of these foundation degrees are work based in some way, often taking the form of a block release from the college. This is where the problems for college staff begin. Communication between employers and students and the college during these periods can be a little sparse to say the least. A solution is needed to support where possible standardization of practice for delivering these qualifications.

This project is heavily aimed at Employer Engagement. One of the biggest problems with work experience students is that the tutors of a college tend not to have enough contact with or feedback from an employer running a work placement. Likewise, the employers are disconnected from what the students are up to at college. The severity of this problem varies from employer to employer. 

The SURF WBL Support point project builds on experiences from previous Staffordshire University JISC funded projects such as the SURF WBL and SUNIWE projects. 

The SURF WBL way project has aimed to make a work based learning support point for the use of Foundation degree students at partner institutions (Colleges mentioned later) that may use the support point while on placement with an employer. There are 2,500 students on HNC, HND, Foundation Year, Foundation Degree, PGCE, Cert Ed from Staffordshire University. 

Basically, the support point aims to be a communication tool to keep all parties involved ‘in the loop’ so to speak. The support point also aims to provide employees with generic support materials, information about SURF, progression routes and background info on award/modules. The focus on supporting documentation for progression routes aims to aid students who have studied at FE level to make the transition to HE after studying at a partner institution to Staffs University. 

Methodology 

Scenarios
There are many types of foundation degrees running at the college which range from Courses in the caring and service industry right the way through to the construction industry; many different approaches have evolved as to how these degrees are managed. However, one problem stays the same – as soon as the students leave on block release, there is little or no communication between the college and the students or employers (as mentioned before this situation does vary in severity from one employer to the next and from one situation to the next)

For example, some students may be working four days a week and only be on site at the college for one day a week. In this situation the communication breakdown is not so severe, but still severe enough that the employers may have little or no clue how the student is performing on their course –  many employers pay for the students to study, making this something of a curious situation. Likewise the problem can be reversed. Lecturers or mentors lack information regarding the day to day work and study patterns of their students, or indeed, as one lecturer stated,  “actually what they are doing at all”. 

In other situations, students may be away for weeks at a time. In this scenario, communication breakdown can be relatively major. A simple communication tool or online portfolio was an idea that would be welcomed by all staff we spoke to during our early phase research.

There is also the added problem that the students may not be aware of progression routes after higher education. This is no fault of the lecturers; they may not know the extent of progression routes available (or at least, several of those we spoke to stated that to be the case). A support point with a document repository of extensive progression routes available would be a useful tool for a student who is not sure where to go next, as well as a good adjunct and support for the college staff involved.

Interviews
We undertook interviews at the college with a sample of the 3 main groups of potential users and demonstrated a prototype. They include:

· A group of 6 Students from ‘Foundation degree in construction’ all on placements with different companies

· Lecturers teaching foundation degrees in engineering and electronics

· Local engineering/engineers merchants who do not at present have students on FD courses.

Our findings were as follows:

Student feedback 

The students that we spoke to expressed that on the whole their employers were not so concerned about communication with the college so long as they turned up when they were scheduled to and they could do the job. The students informed us that as long as their employers believed that they were ‘doing ok’ they were not so concerned with checking up. The students also were not keen on the idea of another system that would be ‘checking up on them’ as going to a place of work was a way to get away from the college environment – after all that is the whole idea behind a WBL course.

The students did however like the forum functions and the idea that if they were having difficulties there was a way to find out how to get through a problem and there was an easy way to get in touch with lecturers and peers. However, in their opinion the most useful function was a type of ‘online CV’ function that kept a running total of everything that they had studied to date, they also liked the idea that it would update automatically. They informed us that these are the types of functions that an employer might use as it would give them a very detailed and clear explanation of exactly what the student was capable of. 

Lecturers teaching foundation degrees in engineering and electronics 

Although the lecturers were in agreement that the concept of the support point was useful (also with the full support of the programme manager Phil Davies) the general feeling was that it was simply another system to 'confuse' things. The reason being that the lecturers already have to put time aside to learn how 2 other systems operate to aid in the deliverance of their Foundation Degree. These systems include Blackboard (Staffordshire Universities Virtual learning environment) and Moodle (Stoke Colleges Virtual learning environment). The bottom line being that the last thing that lecturers want, is yet another computerised environment for their students.

Tutors themselves admitted to not keeping in touch with who the learners' employers where, and were concerned about using them, and mentors, in assessing work done by the learners. It appeared that the tutors had moved from delivering HNDs to FDs and that they found this transition harder than we anticipated due to the fact that they needed the learner to apply knowledge in a different way and also they felt that the FD was more vague about the  mathematical content and underpinning knowledge and how the learner should acquire them.

There was a positive response when talking about employer engagement, however one of the biggest issues with students on block release is keeping track of what the student, and indeed the employer are up to. An easy and appropriate means of communication between all parties was welcomed provided that it is in keeping with staffs schedules, is introduced at the right time and is not ‘forced upon them’. 

Local Employers in the Engineering Field

As an adjunct to the main research and demonstrations, we sought opinion regarding the project from a number of contacts in the local and wider engineering/supply community.

These were mainly members of a major UK engineering consortium. At their request, their names are omitted as several were willing to help our researches only on the basis of anonymity, fearing compromise of their systems from competitors' increased awareness of their training policies and practices or absence thereof. The identities of the participants have been shared with the project management team as evidence of bona fides.

Areas discussed

These sessions were rather brief – average about 15 minutes – and were generally in the form of free-form discussions and demonstrations aiming at getting a general impression of the subject’s perceptions of the system’s usability and usefulness.

Themes that were discussed:

Design/layout of screens

Ease and speed of logins

Speed and ease of navigation

Relevance and currency of the information displayed

Value of the system as a tutoring/mentoring tool

Perceived drawbacks of system usage

Changes needed in working practice to use it

Main findings

Design/layout of screens

Design generally seen as good. Colour scheme was explained to be corporate branding. Font sizes were, in four cases, perceived as a little too small for “geriatric eyes”, as described by three respondents. The ability to resize fonts using the facilities of the browser behaved erratically across the browsers used – these ranged from Internet Explorer 5 and a relatively modern Firefox to a copy of Netscape Navigator dating from about 1998. A fact worth considering with regard to deployment and usage of the web interface in business environments is that many businesses in the small and medium size range do not keep their versions updated as time goes by. This may be an artefact of the fact that all the sample businesses were in the engineering area. Traditionally these types of business are rather “stick in the mud” and will happily subscribe to “Si fractum non sit, noli id reficere”. In fact, one demonstration could only proceed after an enforced parallel installation of a modern browser to enable the Java components to work at all. Another common comment was that the opening screen was rather busy and perhaps a little focussed on what was seen as advertising of University courses.

Ease and speed of logins

Loading of pages was gratifyingly fast and seen as such by all respondents. The ability to choose your own password was a small area of operational usage that was perceived to be of disproportionate interest and strength in evaluating overall usage ease. Little interest was expressed by any respondent in user configuration of colour schemes and content. Stress was made of the need for a standard interface that could be shared and discussed by all users in one business. This is covered in more detail in the next section.

Speed and ease of navigation

The consistency of interface between the employer users and the other roles was seen as necessary as a time saver in getting employers to use it – they could seek ad hoc training and guidance from the mentors and student users. This is a factor that was mentioned by all respondents.

As demonstrated, the system was seen as easy to find your way around. Things were generally where they were expected to be.

Relevance and currency of the information displayed

As none of the people who agreed to help actually had any FD students in their organisation, an amount of explanation was needed to clarify how this would fit into a teaching and learning model.  Within the businesses who helped, what training is given to employees is done extremely informally and little record is kept of this. Value of this training is perceived primarily in terms of increased efficiency of work processes as perceived by middle management with little reference to concrete measures of enhanced knowledge or skills. The idea that an ongoing record visible to all participants in the process of workplace training and learning was something of a revelation. While the lack of engagement with formal FD courses meant that there was little insight into the needs for information sharing amongst those involved in this particular area, the idea of a shared pool of data was very positively received with caveats regarding the amounts of time needed to maintain this. One respondent mentioned the need to be able to “get information back out of the system” when circumstances changed – staff leaving, paperwork fitting in with other systems in use. 

Value of the system as a tutoring/mentoring tool

Whilst all respondents professed to see value in a central point that all parties could access in ways and at times to suit, as mentioned previously, concern was expressed regarding the time this would take out of busy working days. Like all systems, it was realised that it would probably become more valuable as it became a part of normal practice, but this would initially entail a potentially steep learning curve and slow evidence of any impact at the beginning.  

Perceived drawbacks of system usage

As well as the concerns alluded to above, several respondents questioned how happy they would be having all the data stored on a system that they perceive as not actually belonging to them – being a university based system. One even mentioned concerns that a charge could be made for use after an initial free period of embedding. The fact that you need access to a computer to put things into a student's area and the fact that the working environments in most cases did not have one to hand meant that some respondents felt that another level of clerical work was being created. Maintaining confidentiality in busy workplaces was also seen as a possible inhibitory factor to common usage. Again, the need to remove information for duplication in other systems or to cope with staffing changes was seen as a possible major bar. One respondent stated that the amount of typing that it seems to need to do anything interesting meant that the person in the workplace who had to maintain it would need to be an accomplished typist.

Changes needed in working practice to use it

As mentioned above, all respondents expressed the idea that the people using this system would have to be relatively computer literate and have a willingness to learn the system's “little quirks”. Whether this is something they would want to do themselves, as opposed to delegating to another employee, they were ambiguous. They all stressed that anyone in the engineering field who used the system would need to see immediate benefits for the extra work that is currently done in very ad-hoc and informal ways over cups of tea etc. Another area that they felt may be of concern was the response from their workers who were being tracked in this way. Some respondents stated that the current ad-hoc systems for monitoring training – albeit not to the extent or level involved in the current project – could be conducted in a “friendly” way. Perhaps the use of a system such as this would be seen as intrusive by their employees and “Big Brother”. This is an interesting point and was expressed by enough respondents to warrant further investigation. 

More generally, all respondents stated that the system would only get acceptance after a year or two of use, so that those who sought and were given workplace development along the FD route would see it as part and parcel of the terms on which they received the “perk” of their employer paying to get them better educated. Enquiries as to how the imposition of the system onto those already in training would be received met with the typical engineers' response of sucking of teeth and tutting(!)

Although these findings stray beyond the strict remit of the research being undertaken  it is clear they represent genuine and possibly unexpected areas for further investigation.

Unexpected outcomes and findings.

One point in particular is worth mentioning in conclusion. One of the firms who consented to review the system for us is a large scale engineering/manufacturing concern who has traditionally had a rather ad-hoc, internally driven approach to staff training, perceiving the old fashioned approach of, to use the local term, “sitting with Nelly” as the norm and the most cost effective method of delivering relevant information. The senior manager who had the system demonstrated  for review was sufficiently motivated by the demonstration to gather together some of his staff and seek their opinion. The course information in the system at that time roused interest to the point where the firm now has a few students on FDs, purely motivated by the use of the portal. This itself was noted as a valid reason for availability of the system in the wider community. This was an unexpected finding. It has clear implications for the need to engage with the systems in the university and college that create and maintain course information to ensure currency of the information provided.

Implementation

The approach taken has involved heavy use of end user interaction throughout the project. The approach taken is similar to that of a RAD (Rapid Application Development) approach. This has involved the interaction of the 3 types of end users that will eventually use the system. The 3 end users are employers, students and tutors (there is also the option for student mentors to use the support point where needed). 

Change in Processes/ Policies
The idea of keeping the end users involved has meant that the final product specification has had to remain dynamic throughout development to suit the needs of the users. This has resulted in the need for adequate and appropriate methods of requirements capture. These have taken the form of Interviews, questionnaires, research from other and previous projects and presentations and demonstrations to potential users. These have proved to be a valuable resource as there have been a number of issues that have needed to be addressed throughout the final stages which range from the interface to the debugging of parts of Liferay which do not work correctly.

Problems
The final product is a customised version of a package known as Liferay. Liferay is a piece of portal software that connects to the Staffs University database Thesis. This is an ‘off the shelf’ product which has been tailored for the projects needs. This is a free open source environment and is therefore ideal to customise as appropriate. This package also offers an extremely simple easy to use interface as well as social networking tools such as forums. 

With this being an off the shelf product that has had to be customised, there have been numerous hurdles that have needed to have been overcome. The most obvious of these was the need for the team to slowly rebuild a lot of the software to suite the environment in which it was going to work and to get it to talk to the Staffordshire University database Thesis and pull the correct information from its secure location.

Other more basic problems involved the need for a security certificate as Internet Explorer threw an exception for a time whenever the site was accessed displaying a message that the site was unsafe. There was also a problem with the client side machine releasing RAM back to the machine after a connection was closed. For example if multiple connections were opened on the same machine in any one session, the machine would grind to a halt.

The technical side of the project was handled by a team at the University. There were two main methods of reporting issues with the system. The first was a member of the team reporting a bug directly via mail or telephone, and the other was by using a Mozilla programme called Bugzilla. Bugzilla allows users of the system to report bugs to the team from within Liferay. 

Dissemination

The profile of this project has been kept high within the college throughout its development to keep interest high. The college has undergone many changes in recent months ILT wise, the two main changes being the new intranet and the new VLE. As is the need when any new system is introduced, we had to provide the correct support and as a result have had many ‘drop in’ sessions throughout the college on staff development days. These drop in sessions serve 2 purposes: 

· They help staff to leave more confident about new systems and ensure that they know where to get future support.

· They help us raise the profile of other projects that directly affect staff.

As a result, most staff are aware of the support point and numerous members of staff have already asked for demonstrations.

Outcomes, Outputs and Results
Now that the project is complete, there have been some very interesting revelations about its findings from all points of view. Firstly from a technical point of view the support point has been a success. The system draws the relevant information from Thesis about students and these can be viewed by all parties concerned with the students’ permission. 

The outcomes to the project have been a working WBL support point. The support point is fully functional and draws information successfully from Thesis. The support point offers fully functioning forums, private or public and offers extensive information on progression routes after the foundation degree. There is also added functionality from the original specification in the sense that the support point can be used in a way as an online portfolio. The reason for this is that the support point draws information from Thesis such as module choices and descriptions – These are ‘clickable’. When the link is clicked for a module, the web browser redirects to the module description including information such as the programme of study, the lecturer delivering the course and a brief overview of the module itself.

The support point also offers a section on progression routes for the student – a kind of ‘where next?’ section allowing the student to view at their leisure. This has the added benefit of bringing important information on careers advice to the student that may otherwise have not reached them if they were unsure where to look for it. 

The support point offers a fantastic opportunity for students to take control of their learning and used correctly can be a powerful communication tool between employers and institutions. However, as with many hurdles in project implementation, our biggest problem at Stoke College is cultural. As mentioned earlier, the ideas behind the support point have been embraced by students, ILT Champions, ILT staff and programme managers but not so by lecturers teaching these Foundation degrees. This can however be overcome with appropriate training techniques and incentives for lecturers and students alike. 

The support point also offers improved centralised knowledge regarding current practice and opportunities for improving communications. Within the college at present communication between all parties and standard practice regarding the delivery of foundation degrees is adequate at best. This support point will offer the opportunity for increased communication between parties such as students, lecturers and employers and therefore aid the student throughout the learning experience.

The support point is heavily centred at the colleges current initiatives to improve and build on current use of ILT within the college environment. The support point will provide opportunities to support other college initiatives such as Moodle (VLE) and increase the usage of online supported learning. The colleges aim is that these systems will vastly improve the student experience while studying. 

As a direct result of increased use of the support point, an increase in awareness, knowledge and a raised profile of ILT will help the college and partner organisations in the future for forthcoming projects. 

Interestingly, we have had enquiries about future plans for the system from companies that do not currently offer work placements and from tutors that offer qualifications like NVQs. There has also been expression of string interest from the Principal in investigation as to the suitability of this type of solution for use with Modern Apprentices, there being much common ground in terms of information flow and tracking needs.

Conclusions

Overview
In conclusion, the support point has proved to be an appropriate solution to the specification of the problem. The support point offers powerful tools for use by lecturers, students, mentors and employers which bridge the gap in the delivery of foundation degrees between all involved and provide a method of standard practice. The support point has also had the added functionality of being a reference point for students to observe everything they have studied to date similar to that of an E-portfolio which proved particularly popular with students at the college.

From a technical point of view, the support point is stable and easy to use (after training of course) for all types of user. The support point complies with the data protection act as all user data is only shared with other parties with the students consent, and all data held within the support point is relevant and up to date as a result of a dynamic link with the Thesis database at Staffordshire University. The help files and contact details for technicians also aid in he ease of use of the system if there does happen to be a problem. 

College Staff
How the project could be deployed at the college is an interesting issue as there are conflicting ideas between programme managers, ILT staff and lecturers as to how useful the system will be in their particular environment. The stance of Programme Managers is that anything that can aid in the delivery of learning is a big help to a foundation degree and, used correctly, the support point could boost the pass rates for foundation degrees. A similar stance is taken by ILT staff within the college as similar systems have been developed and used in house for a number of years for work based training. The best example of this is our WBLYP system (designed by John Leese, the educational technologist for enterprise and employment) which is solely used by staff as an administration system to store details of work based learners. However, engaging lecturers in these schemes has proved more difficult, as their work load is already high without the added stress of engaging with a new system. These problems will be difficult to overcome as they are with any new solution, but can be overcome with the correct support and training. 

Following on from the last paragraph, on a more serious note, there does appear to be a hardcore of lecturers at the college upon whom this system was suggested that simply do not want to know – another huge cultural and social issue. There can be a number of causes here, however the main ones seem to be a severe lack of time (or willingness to invest time) and the simple fear of technology. This is a problem that the college has had with many systems and usually spans from a member of staffs fear that they will find it impossible to become an ‘IT whiz’.

There does also seem to be a significant number of staff who simply believe that engaging with another system like this is simply not their job and on that ground simply refuse to have any part of it. This is potentially dangerous territory, and even though the solution here satisfies the problem of student/employer/lecturer engagement, there is a danger that a gap may form between those who embrace the system and for those who reject it. This has potentially serious implications for our FD students and their employers. 

At the other end of the scale regarding our FD staff, there are a significantly large number who would love to know more, and indeed staff from other award types that would like to know more such as those delivering NVQs. These are staff that which it will not be difficult to involve and who will ultimately become the public face of this project. Many of these staff have become heavily engaged with current college systems such as the VLE (Moodle) and the new intranet system (Microsoft Share point). Many of these staff, some ILT champions relish in the opportunity to be the first to use these new tools for teaching and which it will be a joy to train and work with.

The only other cultural issue to mention is how to go about involving the staff who are neither strongly for, or strongly against – everyone else in other words. This section of staff represents the largest majority within the college. The main issue with these members of staff is generating initial interest and providing an incentive (and more importantly, getting it right as to make sure not to swing them in to a ‘strongly against’).   

The Students
From a student point of view (from the accounts of the sample which we interviewed) the support point potentially offers very powerful learning tools. The only real negative feedback about the support point was that they perceived it (to some degree at least) to be another way to keep checks on them and that having a support point with employers involved may cause them to feel anxious in the work place as if their work would be on trial all day every day. 

The rest of the feedback however was very encouraging. Everything from the record of modules studied to date to the online forum function were welcomed. They were also pleased that the support point offers added functionality to that of the college VLE in the sense that their employers could get involved and had proof of their progress as well as their tutors having proof of progress. They were also keen on the idea of generic support materials and contact details for numerous members of staff if they ever encountered difficulty in any way. 

Finally, the students were glad that the support point could offer information on progression routes for post FE education. Many of them commented that they would not be exactly sure where to find these on their own, so having them in one place in such abundance was a real step in the right direction.

The Employers
As for Employers, engagement may be a little more tricky in some cases. There are a number of issues to consider here, the most obvious being ‘why do i want to know what the student is up to at college?’. The challenge is to find a real incentive on a traditional foundation degree to provide a reason why the employer would want to be engaged in the first place. From their point of view in many cases this might only be perceived as additional paperwork but as mentioned earlier this is only down to generating initial interest. The challenge is giving the employer motivation to engage with the students learning experience. This strong attitude is thankfully not the general consensus of the majority of employers but an issue nevertheless that needs addressing.

This support point really wins where students are on work experience with a company that is a true partner with the college. In other words, the employer releases the student to college to be trained (And alas it all starts to become clear). In this scenario the employer would be very keen to know how the student is progressing as they are potentially the future of their business.

Implications and recommendations

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, there is a danger of disengagement in the ranks of a small yet significant amount of lecturers whether they believe that it is not their job to embrace the new tools, they are scared of these new progressions, they are unsure of support and will not use the system because ‘these things never work’ or that they feel they are pushed for time as things stand. This will, over time, create a large void between ILT skilled members of staff and relative novices. 

This has implications for trying to push forward as one college, one team, with one set of objectives. We need a standard approach to data capture and recording in WBL and the staff skilling supporting this to capture everyone and make sure that none are left behind – as with many previous systems, training and support and raising the awareness of an ILT strategy as well as generating an interest in the benefits is the key.

We will be continuing our commitment to the embedding of the portal into the work of our FD staff and are also looking at the wider implications for other areas of our work with commercial partners

The prospect of a new system to ‘manage’ WBL students has been welcome albeit with a little scepticism (this may be down to the shortfalls of our previous VLE before Moodle, Granada Learnwise). Programme managers especially seem extremely enthusiastic as managing general course information, contact details, employer details, progression routes and other information for foundation degree students has been in described to the ILT team in the past as nothing short of a nightmare.

As always, the collateral positive contributions to the profile of ILT in general amongst the engage parties must be noted. This mirrors our experiences with other projects of this kind and has driven a wider engagement in related areas such as the use of VLE solutions and simple multimedia in the teaching and learning of these students.
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The WBL-WAY Project aims to continue the development of WBL materials began in the X4L WBL project and develop a portal for employers/students/teaching staff enabling them to make use of all of the advice/information.








