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1. Introduction

1.1. This baseline report has been prepared for Ruth Drysdale, the JISC programme manager for the Lifelong Learning and Workforce Development projects. It provides a summary of the current position regarding the key themes of the TELSTAR project. It includes details of demand led courses within Lancashire Business School as well as outlining accreditation of prior learning, negotiated learning, credit recognition and the use of e-portfolios at UCLAN. It also outlines the current national occupational standards for contact centre employees that will form the basis of the diagnostic tool. It ends with a summary of the anticipated changes and improvements that TELSTAR will bring about.

2. Demand Led Courses
2.1. In line with the current higher level skills policy environment, the University of Central Lancashire (UCLan) is committed to employer engagement including activities around teaching, skills development, knowledge transfer and research and development. This commitment is reflected, not only in the UCLan Medium Term Strategy, but also in a full range of supporting and thematic strategies which all highlight the need to engage with businesses and other private, public and community based organisations. The Medium-Term Strategy promises to ‘Engage employers in course design and delivery across the university’ Two example courses include ‘Retail Management’ and ‘Marketing Management’.
2.2. UCLan consults with employers in the development of its course provision, research and other activities through the University-wide Employer Advisory Group, which is administered through the Knowledge Transfer Service. The University is also fully committed to Lifelong Learning and the Lancashire Lifelong Learning Network is based at UCLan. Demand-led courses can also arise by employers contacting the LBS with a general query. It is thought that this could be due to the university’s location in the North West or awareness of our current demand-led courses. Generally, the courses are delivered off campus. 

2.3. UCLan is committed to regional learning and the widening of participation in the North West. Existing facilities include a wide partnership provision and an advanced approach to supporting work-based learners within library and information services and staff provision. UCLan currently works with other organisations, including employer or employer-related organisations, to deliver programmes or to accredit programmes of learning carried out in such organisations towards UCLan awards. 

2.4. Within Lancashire Business School (LBS) there are currently five demand-led courses. This includes the flagship demand-led University Certificate in Nuclear Team Leadership which is held at Sellafield. It is comprised of three modules each worth 20 credits, including ‘Leadership and Self-Awareness in the Nuclear Industry’, ‘Influencing for Change and Safety in the Nuclear Industry’ and ‘Managing Performance in the Nuclear Industry’. 
2.5. Approximately 500 participants have been or are currently undertaking the Certificate in Nuclear Team Leadership to date. It is hoped that the Certificate will be rolled out to other organisations. The Certificate has created interest from other sectors to create similar courses related to their field. The LBS are currently discussing possibilities to roll out the course both nationally and on an international scale.

2.6. A second demand-led course is the Post Graduate Certificate in Management (Financial Services) which teaches business and professional services.  It arose as a result of a progressive sector becoming dominated by high value added services, which required new entrants and graduates to understand the Financial Service industry and its products. It is comprised of four core modules at Level 7 and was piloted in 2008/09 with free places offered to participants. Course modules include ‘Management Theory and Practise’ and ‘Change Management in a Financial Services Environment’. It has been launched officially for September 2009/10.
2.7. An existing partnership between LBS and Burnley College operates a Foundation Degree in ‘Contact Centre Management’. The course is delivered via a series of 12 one-day workshops over three years on a part-time basis. It is comprised of lectures, industry guest speakers and group work. Modules such as ‘Customer Service’, ‘People Management in Contact Centres’ and ‘Management and Operational Functions’ are delivered. Employers benefit from the programme through work-based projects which students complete as part of continuous assessment. The course is aimed at employees who have industry experience. As it is work-based it is expected that applicants will be employed within a contact centre prior to enrolment. 
2.8. Training 4 Trainers and Coaches NVQ (Level 4) courses are available at the LBS. They are aimed at managers and team leaders in Contact Centres who lack the specific higher level skills required to act as trainers and coaches. The programme focuses on personal development, planning and specific higher level skills training. Each student has the benefit of a personal tutor from the outset who can monitor their progress throughout the course, specifically their assignments. The value of the programme is that the contact centre industry will have 300 new trainers and coaches and will enable 300 people to progress in their employment.  The programme arose as a response to the demand from contact centres for training for their own staff as in-house trainers.

2.9. A Business and Management Top-up by e-learning course is a flexible part-time learning programme running over 18 months (minimum). Participants on the course are able to convert an HND, Foundation degree or other equivalent qualifications in a business or management-related subject to a full Honours degree whilst in full-time employment.   The programme is designed to update and significantly enhance the students business and management skills and knowledge. 
The Top-up by e-learning degree allows for maximum flexibility with a number of different entry routes and delivery options, making it much more accessible for employers and employees. Students are supported by web-based technology, enabling them to fit learning around their working and personal commitments. LBS provide a full package of learning support including individual tutor support, online discussion groups and an online library service. Modules include ‘Strategic Management’ and a work-based assessment with a choice of three E-Learning electives. It has been piloted during 2008/09 with a small number of students and will begin officially in September 2009. 
2.10. Consequently LBS currently offer a limited range of traditional learning opportunities that lead to HE awards. Although these courses offer work-based learning assessment, all but one are classroom based courses with specified module content and are unable to address the needs of individual learners and their employers. 
3. Accredited Prior Learning 
3.1. APL is a process which aims to recognise learning in whatever context it has taken place and relies upon learning being identified, measured, assessed and accredited within academic programmes regardless of the context in which it is acquired. There are two types of Accredited Prior Learning (APL): Certificated (APCL) and Experiential (APEL). APCL is learning associated with a structured, formal course of study which has already been assessed and accredited either in Higher Education (HE) or by a professional body. APEL is learning acquired through personal or work experiences and informal or training study not previously attested through formal education/certification. To be given credit on a programme, prior certificated or experiential learning needs to be at an appropriate HE level. 
3.2. APL offers a distinction between general and specific credit. General credit represents a judgement that a particular learning activity falls within the range of HE and indicates its quantity and level. Credits gain value when they are transferred towards a HE award and therefore converted into specific credit. 
3.3. Accrediting APEL learning can be difficult and involves a mapping exercise to establish the level, volume and content of prior learning to equate it to a HE qualification. This is problematic as it relies on academic judgement and is not an exact science. The learning may not have had a fixed desired learning outcome which makes it more difficult to define new skills arising as a direct result. HE institutes use level descriptors defined by Academic Quality and Standards Assurance. 
3.4. UCLan request that a student demonstrates that their APEL knowledge is at a particular level using a portfolio. The portfolio is a written, self-reflection piece of work consisting of 3,000 words in essay-format. Students have limited academic support and have a maximum of one hour with an APEL advisor. 
3.5. A paper –based portfolio is restrictive for some students and does not account for different learning styles. Many find it difficult to self-reflect, are unable to recognise and identify their skills, measure their level and have the ability to articulate this. An excellent way to combat this would be to provide an online forum of some sort to allow for peer discussion and employer/academic input.

3.6. A written portfolio is also limiting as it can be very laborious to correct mistakes and does not promote technological advancement. A selection of methods including the use of presentations or VIVA’s (oral examinations) could accommodate a variety of learning styles. Often students are deterred from pursuing APEL as the amount of effort required without academic support is not offset by the time/cost saving benefit which is the appeal of APEL. They instead opt to take an academic taught module.
3.7. The advantages of APL are plentiful, largely due to the fact that students don’t have to repeat learning, previous learning is recognised which in turn can boost confidence. APL provides the opportunity to change careers at later stages in life with a head start using skills already gained. There are however, many ways in which the current systems could be improved to make it even more attractive for prospective students. Ensuring that technology is utilised could make the process much easier for students.
4. Credit Recognition 
4.1. In line with the University’s Mission, UCLan works together with institutional partners to extend and enhance HE provision in the North West region. Therefore course collaboration between partners occurs. A Credit Recognition framework exists and aims to support and enhance an organisation’s staff development activities and to improve business performance. The University’s process has been developed to provide an employer friendly and academically robust model for the credit recognition of in-company training and learning activities. Once approved, the work-based training or learning provided for staff will qualify for a certificate of credit or credit equivalence and count towards an appropriate University qualification.  
4.2. The current procedure requires an academic case to be presented which is supported by a business case which outlines the financial implications- this forms the Outline Proposal. Evidence of due diligence is undertaken for new partners, following which, formal approval is received by the Academic Standards and Quality Assurance Committee. A Credit Recognition Approval Visit occurs to ensure that the appropriate level and value has been awarded. A Memorandum of Co-operation is produced between the organisation and the University 

4.3. Within the LBS there are currently two credit recognition programmes including ‘Coaching for Organisational Performance’ which is comprised of 60 credits at Level 7 and was formally approved in September 2007. The second is ‘Leadership Journey’ which is comprised of 40 credits at Level 4 and was formally approved in March 2009. 
4.4. Students on credit recognition courses do not receive automatic access to the learning provisions, such as the use of the library, as provided by the University to other non-credit recognition students. The certificate awarded following a credit recognition course can be used to gain APL entry onto a university course. 
5. E- Portfolio

5.1. UCLan currently employ WebCT as their Managed Learning Environment (MLE) and have subsequently adopted the associated e-portfolio tool. WebCT e-portfolio provides a range of functionality, permitting users to collect and collate a variety of artefacts and present information to demonstrate experience, learning and skills acquisition. A number of academics across the institution have incorporated WebCT e-portfolio within their learning programmes, providing students with an opportunity to demonstrate learning throughout the duration of a course of study. However, there have been mixed experiences reported, with a number of individuals disappointed with constraints in both the flexibility and functionality of the tool. For others WebCT has provided an adequate environment to meet the specific requirements of their programme. Perspectives on the relative benefits of the tool are undoubtedly linked to expectations and previous experience in using alternative e-portfolio packages, though it would appear that employing WebCT e-portfolio does present some specific challenges.

5.2. Having the e-portfolio tool embedded within the MLE perhaps presents the biggest challenge, particularly when working in partnership with external organisations. Access to the MLE is controlled through the University network, with IDs provided for all staff and students enrolled on UCLan programmes. For this reason workforce development initiatives present a specific problem, as individuals are often not eligible to receive university IDs and therefore cannot access the e-portfolio tool within the MLE. Furthermore, existing licensing agreements dictate that the MLE should not be made available to individuals external to the organisation. 

5.3. For the purpose of this project members of the project team will undertake a review of some of the available e-portfolio packages with the intention of selecting and employing a product that provides appropriate functionality and can be accessed by individuals external to UCLan. The selected e-portfolio tool must provide a flexible environment within which individuals from across the call centre sector can demonstrate a broad range of experiences, prior learning and skills as well as demonstrating ongoing development. The tool will be employed to support the APEL process within the project with appropriate training provided. It is also essential that the selected tool incorporates a CV builder, and that access is available beyond the duration of the project.

6. Negotiated Learning
6.1. Negotiated learning through self directed study is a feature of most undergraduate degrees within LBS. These modules, known as student initiated modules, are validated at both 10 and 20 credits at a variety of levels. These modules allow students to negotiate and agree learning outcomes, learning activity and format of assessment with an academic. Common methods of assessment include oral presentations, essays, case studies and reports.

6.2. Negotiated learning at course level has been validated as a University Certificate in Work Based Learning (WBL) This programme is administered by Futures at UCLan and delivered in conjunction with Preston College.  The certificate aims to meet an individual’s learning and development needs through the completion of an approved small-scale work-based activity or activities.  The context of the learning and development is embedded in what an individual continually develops in everyday working life through their particular opportunities and circumstances.  

6.3. The WBL programme focuses primarily upon supporting the learner in organizing and implementing a unique learning contract containing 200 hours of learning. Students negotiate their learning with the module tutor and agree the content and assessments. The programme is designed to enable learners at work to develop individual learning programmes based around and demonstrated through their work activities. By the end of the programme they should be able to extend their capability and enhance their individual effectiveness, employability or business competitiveness and develop the capacity for continuous self-managed learning through work.  
6.4. Although validated a number of years ago, this programme and its related programmes at diploma and degree level have not run. The first cohort is expected to take the certificate programme in 2009/10. 

7. National Occupational Standards / Diagnostic Tool

7.1. The Call and Contact Centre Industry in the North West of England is significant with over 650 contact centres and 149,000 employees with an estimated worth of almost £30bn to the UK's economy, employing in excess of 1,150,000 people
. Contact centre occupations have been the responsibility of a number of organisations since the late 1990’s. 
7.2. Initially contact centre occupations, training programmes and standards were under ownership of the Telecommunications National Training Organisation. With the introduction of the Sector Skills Councils (SSC), the responsibility for the development of National Occupation Standards (NOS) and a Career Path Framework for contact centre occupations became part of the portfolio of the E-skills UK SSC. E-skills UK, however, had no responsibility for the promotion of the standards or career path framework.

7.3. In November 2008, the responsibility was passed to the Institute of Customer Service (ICS).  Currently the ICS is undertaking a review of the Customer Service standards and assessing the potential to integrate contact centre standards within their existing frameworks. Due to the workplans of the ICS it is unlikely that the development of accredited programmes will be finalised with the support of ICS within the next three years.

7.4. The current NOS was written over 5 years ago and at entry, agent and team leader levels in particular, are out of date with the current needs of employers. The introduction of self service and off shoreing low value transactional activity has resulted in the demand from employers for skills to be at a higher level, especially in relation to negotiation, empathy and decision making skills.  The needs of employers by sector also differ dramatically, that is, an employer in financial services will seek a different skill set for an agent or team leader than an employer providing IT support.
7.5. Although the profiles used to determine the desired skills of a competent agent/team leader/manager are not aligned with current needs, the descriptors of skills remain valuable and can be used by employers to benchmark the skill levels and identify skills gaps in-house. Management ability is the major skill issue facing Contact Centres with 28%
 of Contact Centres in the North West reporting management skills gaps. This indicates that Contact Centres are still not attracting or developing the quality of management capable of driving the industry forward.  
7.6. Currently a limited number of Learning Management Systems host or have the potential to host the NOS and Career Path Framework but have not been licensed or licenses have expired. Case studies are rare of employers using NOS and the Career Path Framework. 

7.7. The demand from the sector for HE qualifications is substantial, with the only limiting factor being funding. Accredited courses are over-subscribed, such as the Training for Trainers and Coaches courses. These were funded, initially by the European Social Fund, and more recently Leonardo. Demand outstripped availability of funded places. 
7.8. Despite the keenness to pursue accredited courses there is still a lack of qualifications in the sector. Proposed reasons for this include the need to raise awareness of APL and the importance of linking in external training with an existing career path framework or to NOS. 
8. Anticipated Improvements through TELSTAR 

8.1. Demand Led Courses
The TELSTAR project intends to increase the use of demand led courses by designing a flexible learning framework that meets the needs of contact centre employers. The learning framework will be designed to be used by different industry sectors and therefore other industry employers will be consulted for advice and guidance on the relevance of the framework to their needs. Through CallNorthWest’s links with the contact centre industry the project will expand employer engagement in line with UCLans’s Medium Term Strategy. It will set up a qualification’s advisory group that will represent the interests of the contact centre employers in the North West and determine suitable UCLan awards for employees. The learning framework will also involve UCLan’s partnership network in supporting these workbased learners. The project intends to identify and replicate existing best practice in demand led courses currently run by LBS, where these are appropriate for contact centre employees. The Foundation Degree in Contact Centre Management will be reviewed along with other suitable modules to determine if the content could be re-used within the learning framework. The training 4 trainers and NVQ will also be reviewed and a UCLan academic qualification considered. The learning framework is expected to expand the number of online modules available at levels 4 through to level 7. These will include study skills modules as well as personal development and career planning.
8.2. Accredited prior Learning

Through an online system, the TELSTAR project will assist learners in identifying certificated accredited prior learning from previous formal study at HE level from HEIs or professional bodies. The framework will assist learners in determining appropriate levels and number of credits that may be counted towards additional HE qualifications. Learners will also benefit from an online system to assist with the recognition of learning acquired through personal or work experiences and informal or training study not previously attested through formal education/certification. The online system will use level descriptors as defined by Academic Quality and Standards Assurance together with a workflow system to assist with academic judgements regarding level and learning achieved. The e-portfolio will be used to record self reflection on prior learning in a variety of formats, hence providing an opportunity to allow learners with different learning styles to complete their APEL using different media.. Students will also be given online support materials to assist with them in addition to the 1 hour APEL support they currently receive. By utilising technology the APL processes for both certificated and experiential learning will be  much easier for students.
8.3. .Credit Recognition

The TELSTAR project will improve the existing Credit Recognition framework by providing an online system to assist with the process. It will also include web based advice and a frequently asked questions section The online system will also assist with the creation of documentation including the Outline Proposal. Evidence, Memorandum of Co-operation and Course Certificates. As a result of this new system the number of credit recognition programmes within the LBS is expected to increase and therefore the number of students being able to claim certificated accredited prior learning will also increase.
8.4. E-Portfolio

As a result of the project UCLan will have been provided with the results of a pilot use of an e-portfolio external to web-CT. It is hoped that this will provide sufficient evidence for UCLan to purchase an e-portfolio for all its students. The e-portfolio will be made available to learners within participating organisations throughout the project whether or not the learners are registered on a UCLan award bearing course. IT is hoped that the industry will continue with the e-portfolio after the project end by hosting it within CallNorthWest or a similar organisation. 
8.5. Negotiated Learning

The process for negotiated learning through self directed study at module level will be improved by an online system that will assist learners and their academic tutors to negotiate and agree learning outcomes, learning activity and format of assessment. This system will be used initially for Contact Centre programmes but it will be made available to all LBS staff for student initiated modules and for Preston College to use for their Certificate in Workbased Learning. The learning framework will develop a suite of Contact Centre programmes will adopt a combination of negotiated learning, accredited prior learning and taught courses both online and classroom based. These programmes along with the full suite of Work Based Learning Programmes will create personalised award-bearing programmes to meet the needs of individual learners. In addition the programmes will enables businesses and organisations to assemble award-bearing programmes that directly assist their business and development needs. They will also support the ambitions of their employees within the context of the work-place and the company’s interests. Organisations through their learners will be able to tap into external expert assistance through the mentoring of employee development and have access to specialist learning materials
8.6. .Diagnostic Tool

The TELSTAR project will assist the Call and Contact Centre Industry in developing a range of accredited courses based on the needs identified by employers. In developing the content curriculum the project will work closely with the industry to develop National Occupation Standards and a Career Path Framework. These will help form the basis of a diagnostic tool and also provide a database of professional body courses relevant to contact centre learners and their employees. 
9. Summary

Currently there are a number of high quality systems and processes that support work-based, negotiated and prior learning but these are paper based and are not connected to each other or award bearing programmes. The TELSTAR project will link these together and provide online systems and processes to assist learners, academics and support staff.  At the end of the TELSTAR project, UCLan will have a learning framework that features a range of online systems to support work-based learners. Although the project is working with the contact centre industry to develop the learning framework and associated online systems the team are cognisant of the need to develop a framework that can be adopted by other industry sectors and other HEIs. Therefore it is expected that the learning framework developed will be adopted by other UCLan faculties to work with a variety of industries. 
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