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iWoBLE Baseline Report 
1. Introduction

Work-based learning at higher education institutions (HEIs) has been a feature of UK higher education, starting in the 1950s with industrial placements for undergraduates in engineering and technology programmes (Little and Harvey 1). The coordination and development of these placements, as well as other forms of work-based learning, i.e. internships and mentoring, was supported by paper-based systems, databases, spreadsheets and e-mail communications (Laird and Turner Mima 1). This was the case for Westminster Business School (WBS)’s in-house employability unit, the Business Experience and International Unit (BEIU): everything concerning the undergraduate placements programme, and later the internships and mentoring programmes, has been paper-based since 1968.

On the iWoBLE project, a JISC-funded project that sits within the Lifelong Learning and Workforce Development stream, programme coordination will allow students’ work-based learning to be reinforced and supported by online interactivity with their tutors, employers and programme coordinators. An existing in-house technology will enable students to communicate with not only their tutors, but also with programme coordination staff, employers and fellow students on similar work-based learning programmes.
Placements

Since the 1950s, undergraduate programmes in a wide range of subject areas have incorporated work-based placements. At most HEIs, just as at the University of Westminster, the “sandwich year”, taken after the completion of Level 5, is one year long (48 weeks) and is almost always paid. Many institutions have at least one undergraduate programme that includes a compulsory year out in industry. In WBS’s case, the BA Business Studies course requires that all registrants complete a sandwich year in order to graduate. The placements programme at WBS is coordinated in a similar way to other institutions: maintaining links with companies and organisations, securing new opportunities, passing on information to students, preparing CVs and applications (Little and Harvey 7), collecting placement contracts and other relevant forms.
Internships

Internships, unlike sandwich placements tend to be seen as a more flexible way of attracting talent to companies for a specific period or project. Because of the short nature of these work-based learning experiences – usually one to three months long in duration -  they tend to be unpaid. WBS is not unique in that it offers a coordinated internship programme for select postgraduate courses. Other business schools, such as London Business School, Manchester Business School and the University of Edinburgh’s Business School, all offer coordinated internships for MBA and other select postgraduate programmes. The coordination activities that take place “back-of-house” for these internships are similar in nature to those of sandwich placements.
Mentoring

Mentoring is a fairly new concept that is beginning to be accepted and practised at HEIs that have a large population of students from diverse backgrounds, mainly Black, Asian and Minority Ethnics. The National Mentoring Consortium (founded in 1994) has completed many successful cycles where BAME undergraduate students have been mentored by professionals who introduce them to the world of work. The University of Westminster has participated in this scheme from its inception. WBS has taken on this concept and has been offering semester-long mentoring programmes for its international postgraduate students.
According to research conducted by other universities, the following outcomes can follow the completion of a work-based learning experience:
· Increased confidence

· Increased self awareness

· Increased awareness of others
· Positive changes to approaches to study 
· Active engagement in classes
· Increased clarity about future intentions

The iWoBLE project would assist undergraduate and postgraduate students within an interactive virtual learning environment, wherein they can reflect on their development and achievements throughout their placements. Furthermore, the students will be able to connect with tutors and programme coordinators for support and guidance throughout the placements. 

2. Current Institutional Situation
a) Work-based learning

Online reflection / e-portfolio usage is patchy across the University, despite employability / career management skills being embedded into the curriculum at all seven Schools.

Work-based Learning:

	School (7)
	Portfolio
	Notes

	School of Architecture and the Built Environment (SABE)
	PDP in all modules
	

	School of Law
	Skills development at Levels 4 and 5
	

	School of Social Sciences, Humanities and Languages
	E-portfolio Level 4 core module
	

	Business School
	Marylebone = Portfolios at Levels 4 and 6
Harrow = work placement blogs at Level 5
	

	School of Integrated Health
	PDP at Levels 4, 5 and 6
	PDP without IT

	Computer Science
	Harrow = Level 4 core module
	Cavendish = PDP without IT

	School of Media, Art and Design (MAD)
	Harrow = Level 4 e-portfolio
	Recorded PDP on BlackBoard


b) Technical:

The University has three widely-used systems to share information:

Blackboard is used by all schools; students engage with this technology because important course-related documents and information is stored/shared within it. In addition, increasing numbers are being engaged in activities through the tools that Blackboard offers or through third party products accessed via Blackboard. Users must have a username and password: students must be currently registered in order to access Blackboard.
Connect is the University’s internal social networking interface, similar to Facebook in 2006. Users must have a username and password to access the networking website.
Google Apps has been recently launched, mainly as an interface for information and document sharing and for e-mail. Websites and information within google apps may be kept private or can be made public so that externals may view the content.
On 17 June 2009, a consultation (see Appendix A) was held with a group made up of the following stakeholders:
Undergraduate level:

1 x placements tutor 

1 x placements students (current)

2 x placements student (completed)

Postgraduate level:

2 x mentoring students (completed)

The consultation allowed the IT consultant to gather information on the preferred type of technology (in terms of work-based learning and capturing reflections) students and tutors would like to engage in. It was also intended for the coordinators to get an understanding of the system they would use to coordinate the placements, internships and mentoring programmes.

In the coming weeks, a consultation with employers will be held, so that the project team can better understand what employers need and want in order to support their students and mentees.

3. Larger National Picture
Currently, the majority of placement programmes are coordinated face-to-face and use paper-based systems. Approximately 10 institutions have purchased the software, OPUS (developed by the University of Ulster), to electronically manage their system of internal resources.

Using e-portfolio technologies such as those available in Blackboard, WebCT, Moodle or PebblePAD to help students reflect on skills is now considered best practice across HEIs. However, applying technology within University programmes for students to enhance work experiences is a new development in the work-based learning sector. As such, work-based learning professionals are now sharing practice and experiences from their own pilot projects with one another at conferences across the UK. 
Below is a short list of university and externally-funded projects that have publicised their technology-enhanced, interactive work-based learning project findings.
a) JISC projects
“Higher Education Learning Portfolio for Placements” at Hull College
“Comparative Study of e-Portfolio Implementation in Work-Based Learning” at Gateshead College

“Supporting Personalised & Collaborative e-Learning in Foundation Degrees” led by Bradford College
“Work-Based Access to Learning through e-Services” at the University of Glamorgan
b) Higher Education Academy projects

“Developing a reflective capacity within undergraduate education: the role of work-based placement learning” at the University of the West of England

“Integrating employers in effective support for student work-based learning (WBL): an evidence base to inform innovative policy and practice” at the University of Gloucestershire

c) Centre for Recording Achievement projects

“E-portfolio for Postgraduate Researchers” at Newcastle University

“Using Social Technologies to support the PDP process” at Robert Gordon University

“Piloting PebblePAD web-folio software to support various aspects of students' personal development planning” at the University of Kent

d) ASET projects
“Are e-portfolios an asset to learning and Placement?” at DeMontford University
“In touch, online: supporting placement learning through a Virtual Learning Environment” at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne.

The work-based learning sector and funding bodies, with direction from the government, recognises the benefits and importance of developing e-learning and e-portfolios. Therefore, there are a growing number of funded-projects to develop technology to complement work-based learning programmes. 
4. Programme and Sector Benefit
a) Programme

To the programme, iWoBLE will benefit the technical aspects and non-technical aspects of the placements, internships and mentoring programmes.

Technical: the project will build on the use of currently used technology (one of BlackBoard, Connect or Google apps). Currently the university uses a Netware based identity management (IDM) system that relies on a central data store of user information known as the IDM vault.  The IDM system then relies on event driven programs known as IDM drivers to circulate the information between all the systems connected to it. The IDM system does not currently discriminate between different roles in access to the university resources. In order to achieve the objective of creating a community for the work based learners including staff from the work place, whilst maintaining the legal and contractual obligations imposed by some of the software suppliers, a limited extranet needs to be created. This will provide a space for all those individuals who although not employed by the university, contribute to the work based learning experience. This can be achieved by creating and implementing a new access role in the IDM system of Work Based Tutor [WBT] which would have only a limited access footprint in the university applications ecosystem. 

Non-technical: like the majority of university-coordinated work-based learning programmes, WBS’ programmes are paper-based, with the help of spreadsheets and e-mail communications. iWoBLE would allow the coordination of documentation, as well as submission of forms and logbook entries to be done online, in an interactive virtual learning environment. 
b) Sector 

iWoBLE, through its dissemination efforts (reports, publications, presentations at conferences, etc.), will contribute to the development of the work-based learning and workforce development sector in the following ways:
· Development of a working model, guidelines and examples to show other Schools and HEIs

· Case studies of students, tutors, coordinators and employers, who have engaged in the project to help students develop their skills and understand their work-based learning

· Increased employer engagement in academic programmes

· Establishment of another means of communication between users: students, employers, tutors and coordinators

· Sharing and suggesting of adaptations to the model to other Schools and Universities
5. Where is the Institution at?
Currently, support for iWoBLE has been expressed from the senior staff of the institution, i.e. the Deputy Vice Chancellor and the Dean of WBS. As a collaborative project between Westminster Business School, the Centre of Excellence for Professional Learning in the Workplace and the Online Learning Department, this project is an encouraging example for those in the institution to work together to improve services to students and their learning.

iWoBLE, despite being highlighted in institutional newsletters, will need its project team to distribute relevant information / findings to academics and management across the Schools. Students within WBS will eventually learn about the project because of their participation in the work-based learning programmes that are coordinated by the BEIU.

6. Where is the Sector at?
There are a few governmental and non-governmental bodies, whose policies help direct HEIs to develop their e-learning and e-portfolio programmes to enhance student employability. Duffy, Anthony and Vickers state, “The government promotes the value of work experience in developing transferable skills for employability” (13).

One influential body, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for Higher Education Code of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education has many aims, including the following:

· To promote student learning by providing students with feedback (to help performance)

· To evaluate student knowledge, skills, abilities and understanding

· To enable the public, including employers, and HEIs to know that a student has attained a certain level of achievement (Duffy, Anthony and Vickers 14)
Another influential body, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), sets out the strategy for helping HEIs to embed e-learning through to 2015. HEFCE emphasises the importance of creating personalised user experiences, supporting student progression, innovating use of IT and enabling connections between classroom and experiential learning to encourage lifelong learning (Duffy, Anthony and Vickers 15).

The Department for Education and Skills published its e-strategy in 2005, “Harnessing Technology,” in which they promote the personalisation of online learning space, where students at schools, colleges and universities can store their own work, record their own achievements, access digital resources relevant to their own study and make connections to other learners (Duffy, Anthony and Vickers 17). The DfES did, however, note that there are too few economies of scale with respect to technology and innovation.
The Higher Education Academy (HEA) aims to support institutions, disciplines and staff to provide the best learning experience for students. Personal Development Planning (PDP) and e-portfolios are just one area that the HEA, along with the Centre for Recording Achievement, supports.
The Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) has many aims, one of which is to “promote the development, uptake and effective use of ICT to support learning and teaching”. Funding has been made available on a competitive basis to support projects that help to fulfil this aim.

iWoBLE, a JISC-funded project under the Lifelong Learning and Workforce Development stream, helps the University of Westminster and the sector to address these expectations that have been set by policy makers.
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Appendix A
Notes from a Student and Tutor Consultation on iWoBLE

What Students Want

Students suggested that placement-related forms could be dealt with as a large group during a day off from work. 

Two previous placement students felt that the second tutor visit had little purpose. They felt that an agenda was necessary to direct / focus an in-person tutorial visit. The two previous placement students would have appreciated a secure, online facility to interact with the tutor because companies can access e-mails and monitor telephone calls. Also, talking on the mobile with the tutor during office hours may be frowned upon.

The current placement student felt that more visits were necessary for assistance with problem solving (i.e. clashes with line manager).

Placement students would like the ability to access an interactive forum where they can ask others, “Does anyone else have this problem?” or “What are you doing for your project?” However, they want to be able to remain anonymous (i.e. e-mail address is not displayed).

Placement students would appreciate a nice, simple interface with placement-specific discussion topics that are set and/or monitored by the BEIU Coordinators. They would also appreciate optional alerts and deadline reminders (maybe once or twice per month) to prompt people to hand in their work

Placement students wondered if employers would view their logbooks. The tendency is for students to complete a logbook at the end of a placement instead of on a regular basis. Employers viewing the students’ logbooks would encourage students to regularly update their work. This could also help students and their tutors to understand the areas of employability that need to be worked on. 

Placement students would like to be able to get in touch with previous students who worked at the same employer. That way, certain issues can be flagged up in advance. Some students wonder why employers ask, “Why is this student different from last year’s student?” However, privacy must be protected because a completed placement student may not want to associate with the experience ever again. 

PG students felt that an online diary to record reflections after conversations with mentors in-person or by telephone (Skype) would be useful. Placement students highlighted that not everyone would have access to a camera and PC on a placement. They felt, however, that their employers were very important people and would not likely engage in an online facility because of their busy schedules. Sometimes it took up to a week to reply to an e-mail that was sent to a mentor, so the online platform would be more troublesome for mentors to log into and reply.

PG students would also like to communicate with others on the same programme. 

What Tutors Want

Tutor felt that a pre-visit introductory meeting with the student would be helpful because online communication may not be as effective. Going “cold” into a meeting with a student is not ideal. Also, feedback from a previous tutor that visited a particular employer would be useful.

Tutor felt that a placement preparation workshop might be useful, in that currently placed students could network with actively seeking students. The students, however, felt that it would be too difficult to take time off work to attend a preparation workshop for students seeking placements.
Tutor would like to see flexibility in the options to conduct visits. Some tutors may prefer face-to-face and some may be open to using Skype (i.e. Wimba collaboration suite and camera wizard for set-up). If a student is enjoying a placement and the employer is treating the student professionally and with respect, maybe visits complemented by other technologies may not be necessary. Also, some workplaces may have policies against use of Skype.

Tutor wonders if the social and the academic can be kept separate, i.e. employers can see private information on Facebook.

What’s the next step? What are the platform options?
Blackboard-specific comments:

	Pros
	Cons

	· All students are familiar with Blackboard

· PG students would like a blog that would allow all mentees to interact with one another 

· All placement students can have a brief profile and a small picture each 

· E-mail address can be masked

· Placement students would like the ability to rate responses to discussion topics, ie. voted on for helpfulness

· Ratings are viewable from the main discussion topic listing

· Frequently Asked Questions would be a good idea (students can build rapport with one another) 

· Responses must be pre-viewed by BEIU staff to ensure that content is moderated (24 hour upload time would be fair), i.e. forced moderation

· 1-page archived reviews of past placement employers could be available for reference by actively seeking or current placement students

· Link to “Rate My Placement”

· Video introductions from placement tutors would be helpful, so that the student gets to know the tutor a bit better before the visits

· Discussions and blogs should be separated by sector / year / discussion

· Wikis could be useful for projects, i.e. what were past projects’ titles? 

· Training / Re-training on Blackboard could be provided during the placement preparation workshop
	· It is not visually appealing 

· A working keyword search is a must; keywords should be highlighted in the results

· Preferences for notices should have simpler settings / options

· Re-training on Blackboard may be required

· Cost of making changes (licence)

· No placement-specific dummy site available for viewing

· Employer will probably prefer face-to-face contact


Connect-specific comments:

	Pros
	Cons

	· Connect was however useful during a course for creating a blog and updating google docs. 

· Status updates would be useful, i.e. “I am now working on Prince2”. This way, others working on similar activities can get in touch if they have questions.

· Connect could appear as a link in Blackboard, i.e. the mouse hovers over the link and the student can learn what Connect is. Also, updates on Connect should be viewable on Blackboard.

· Seems like an all around good tool for keeping in touch with friends

· Training on Connect could be provided during a placement preparation workshop

· More control over who can see what (friends list)
	· Placement students had never heard of Connect. 

· One PG student felt that Connect was pretty to look at, like Facebook, but very difficult to navigate through and use; 

· Students want to know what is new in their Connect account, not open it up and find that there are no updates.

· It may be difficult to find the communities that are needed

· Can users be made anonymous? 

· No one pre-approves posts or moderates interactions.

· Employer will probably prefer face-to-face contact.




