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Abstract

Theme: Student learning and experience

Education, Education, Education or Employers, Education and Equity: managing employer and employee expectations of foundation degrees

How do we engage employers in work-based learning programmes? How much should they be involved, and what experiences do they have? How do employees manage their dual identities of student and employee when engaging in work based learning? This paper will examine some of these issues through a case study of one specific form of work based learning, the Foundation Degree.  

Foundation Degrees began in 2001 as a solution to employers’ need for highly skilled people operating at a ‘technician level’. A key characteristic of this ‘new’ award was that providers, employees and employers would work together, through establishing what skills and knowledge were needed to ensure that the economy would thrive and be able to compete in today’s globalised society. The then Minister of State for Education, David Blunkett, argued that Foundation Degrees would provide ‘accessible and flexible building block for lifelong learning and future career success, which draws together further and higher education and the world of work’ (Blunkett, 2000). The benchmark for Foundation Degrees states that employers could be involved in every part of the programme, including ‘development, monitoring and delivery’, and this involvement could include delivery of course materials and work-based modules, assessment of learning outcomes as well as provision of a supportive learning environment (QAA, 2002). Yet employers are busy people, and may not be able to engage so fully in ways that the QAA recommends.
A prototype foundation degree in public service management at City University continues to be a focus for continuing evaluation and development. It was reviewed by the QAA in March 2003 whilst the first cohort was still completing the qualification.  It was awarded transferability funds in 2003 by HEFCe to evaluate the impact of this new award, research reported in Hillier, Sterling and Butt (2004). It is currently undergoing a further change, as it is moved to a different School within the University, and with a more specific focus on health and social care. 
The early lessons drawn from this prototype continue to have relevance when applied to the ongoing challenges of working with employers, one of the three ‘stake holders’ examined in the research. Further research is being conducted at City University, through a widening participation fellowship between the University and its strategic partner college, City and Islington College, which is examining how the different expectations of employers and employees affect the successful achievement of students on the Foundation Degree programme. 

Our preliminary research in 2004 suggested that employers were not fully engaging with the foundation degree and that their requirements were filtered through the public sector bodies that represent them. We advocated caution in assuming that employers could be involved in for example, ‘summative assessment’ of students’ work related skills (QAA, 2003:11) and argued that if there is adequate resourcing of staff and time to enable good collaboration between employers and staff, then the original aim of enabling people to ‘make an immediate contribution to the workplace and an early impact on the “bottom line”(DfES, 2004) might occur. This paper highlights how the differing perceptions and expectations of employers and their employees continues to affect the achievement of such aims. It takes account of a growing concern, expressed by Glesson and Keep (2004), that employers have been given privilege over education providers in identifying what vocational education should be for, and that this privilege is a ‘voice without responsibility’, so much so that there is an absence in the policy discourse comprising

Explicit debate about, and clarity upon, the respective rights, responsibilities and roles (the three ‘R’s) of the different actors in the VET (Vocational Education and Training) system (Gleeson and Keep, 2004:47-48)

It concludes that the apparently neutral aim of involving employers in work based learning is fraught with tension, and in particular, that some employees have better access to learning experiences than others, as a result of the differing levels of involvement by their employers, raising questions about the equity within the learning programmes.

Introduction

Foundation Degrees began in 2001 devised as the solution to the problem articulated by employers that there were insufficient highly skilled people operating at a ‘technician level’. In this ‘new’ award, providers, employees and employers were expected to work together establishing the skills and knowledge required to ensure that the economy would thrive and compete in today’s globalised society. Foundation Degrees would provide an
 ‘accessible and flexible building block for lifelong learning and future career success, which draws together further and higher education and the world of work’ (Blunkett, 2000). 
As with all other disciplines within the higher education sector, there are ‘benchmarks’ against which programmes can be aligned, developed by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). The benchmark for Foundation Degrees states that employers could be involved in every part of the programme, including ‘development, monitoring and delivery’, and this involvement could include delivery of course materials and work-based modules, assessment of learning outcomes as well as provision of a supportive learning environment (QAA, 2002).

Foundation Degrees were primarily intended to address shortages of skills in the economy, enhance students' employability and contribute to lifelong learning (QAA 2002). The original aims of the Foundation Degree to provide a ‘robust, high-standard ladder of progression for young people’ (Blunkett, 2000) and an ‘accessible and flexible building block for lifelong learning and future career success, which draws together  further and higher education and the world of work’ (Blunkett, 2000) require the full support of employers, who, even if fully committed to their employees, may not have the time to fully engage with the work-based learning nature of the programme. Yet the benchmark for Foundation Degrees states that employers could be involved in the ‘development, monitoring and delivery of foundation degree programmes’ and suggests such involvement could include delivery of course materials and work-based modules, assessment of learning outcomes as well as provision of a supportive learning environment (QAA, 2002). 

The Minister of State for Lifelong Learning, Further and Higher Education, Bill Rammell, argued recently that ‘Foundation Degrees will play a central part in achieving 50% of 18-30 year olds in HE by 2010…The relationship between employers and HE is crucial to this country’s economic future…in the knowledge based economy’ (Rammell, Foundation Degree Forward seminar, December 2005). According to the Minister’s projection by 2012 some 50% of jobs in the UK will require graduate level qualifications and he suggested that ‘Work based-learning is a vital component of making the country capable of meeting the challenges ahead…There is a future of a demand-driven approach and central to it will be part-time learning.’ Foundation Degrees, therefore, can help meet the UK government’s objective of expanding higher education, as well as address the skills shortages in the workforce. The resourcing of the important relationship with employers, both through the provider institution and by employing organizations challenges the success of the foundation degree.
Government policy on vocational education shows increasing emphasis placed on the role of employers. Government interest in and support for employer involvement, particularly seen in the current White Paper on Skills, (DfES, 2003) maintains a clear steer towards developing strong links with employers  through foundation degrees. Yet Keep (2003) observes that whilst it is relatively easy to 
launch government sponsored interventions in the training market in the shape of subsidised training of one form or another, using this lever to promote lasting change is extremely problematic. The crucial yet persistently absent ingredient is how to persuade the vast majority of employers to get engaged in the process (Keep, 2003:3). 
Gleeson and Keep (2004) suggest that employers have been given privilege over the educational providers in identifying what vocational education should be for, a privilege which is ‘’voice without responsibility’. Indeed, Gleeson and Keep identify a large absence in policy discourse comprising 

explicit debate about, and clarity upon, the respective rights, responsibilities and roles (the three ‘Rs’) of the different actors in the VET system (Gleeson and Keep, 2004: 47-48)

Evaluation of one of the prototype Foundation Degrees in Public Service Management (FDPSM) run jointly by City University and City and Islington College suggested that employers were not necessarily able to engage fully with the foundation degree and were not making undue demands on the providers (Hillier, Sterling and Butt, 2004). Their requirements are often filtered through the public sector bodies that represent them. On the other hand, if the foundation degree is to be successful, they, as well as the students, need to feel assured that the outcomes are worth achieving. 

In that study, we advised caution in assuming that employers can fully participate in the design, delivery and assessment of any new work-based learning programme. Although the Foundation Degree Review recommended that employers be ‘involved in the summative assessment of students’ work-related skills (QAA, 2003: 11), our research indicated that this is not easily achieved, with particular consequences for students who are not employed but acquiring their knowledge and skills through work placements. Our findings suggested that employer involvement requires careful nurturing. 

Provision of more information to help employers contribute effectively will certainly help, but it can not provide the adequate resourcing needed to ensure that the partnership between employee, provider and employer is as effective as possible. With the aim of widening participation and providing access, it is of paramount importance that all stakeholders experience a successful collaboration as future partnerships depend on this. 

One important lesson arising from the prototype foundation degree at City University is the recognition of the enormous efforts to work with employers by members of the college team in particular. The dedication of members of the programme team is a key feature of the programme's success. We argued that the provision of adequate resourcing in terms of staff and time to fully collaborate between stakeholders, and the identification of clear roles and responsibilities for each party, would help ensure future foundation degrees to successfully achieve their aim to enable people to ‘make an immediate contribution to the workplace and an early impact on the ‘bottom line’ (DfES, 2004).

The FDPSM is now six years old. Recently, widening participation fellowship funding was secured from City University to undertake further research into the relationship between employer and employee. As the FDPSM depends on work based learning in different organisations which have varied objectives, the primary aim of the research was to realise an expansive learning process that changes work and the organisation. As Keep (2003) notes, employers often criticise the education system’s output of skilled and educated people while being reluctant to provide a work-based route for education and training: ‘Frequently employers expect the education system to supply skills that can only be learned in the work place environment.’ We asked ourselves how we facilitate an employers’ sense of ownership of and involvement in the programme. 

The question of how to obtain, maintain and build on employer engagement has been a repeated concern for the provider institutions in devising and managing the FDPSM. Our research aimed to examine this engagement. We focused on areas of activity to strengthen employer engagement and explored what employers want out of the programme and to what extent they are satisfied it has been delivered. We identified limitations to employer engagement with the programme and how they might be overcome. The small scale research project was set up to attempt to identify contradictions and coincidences between the participants’ perceptions of the programme, and to examine the diverse objectives they may have. The research asked:

· What outcomes do employers expect from the programme and to what extent do employers believe these have been attained?

· What evidence is there of these outcomes?

· What expectations do students have of the programme and to what extent are these expectations met?        

· What is the evidence that these outcomes have been met?

· Where expectations and outcomes are not met what factors preventing their achievement were perceived by the student and by the employer?

· Where student and employer perceptions of the programme are at variance what forms do the variances take?

· What factors in the work place most predominantly enabled students to achieve?

· What factors in the work place most predominantly prevented students’ abilities to achieve?  

The research

The research comprised a small scale case study of the first five cohorts of employers and their employees who had participated in the Foundation Degree in Public Service Management at City University and City and Islington College. A questionnaire was circulated to both groups asking them to identify what outcomes they wanted to achieve prior to joining the programme, and of those, what were achieved. From the responses, interviews were conducted to test out the emerging themes from the questionnaires offering an opportunity to engage in a more discursive debate with the employers. 

The questionnaire was designed and piloted in October 2005. There were two questionnaires, one for employers and one for their employees ie the students on the programme. Each questionnaire asked respondents to comment on how well the outcomes of the programme had been met. The outcomes were drawn from both the programme’s learning outcomes, but also from the aims identified in government documentation and foundation degree benchmark (QAA, 2002). Employers were asked to comment on how well their employees engaged with their organization, for example as a team player, and how willing they were to take on responsibility. They were asked to specify their own involvement in the programme, for example, if they held regular meetings with their employee concerning the foundation degree, and whether they were involved in assessment of their employee in the workplace. Finally, they were asked to comment on what involvement in the programme they would find helpful, for example, having an ‘employers’ pack’ explaining the programme, copies of assessment of their employee, and joint meetings between programme providers and employers. 

The student/employee questionnaire followed the same format as for the employer, but here, students were asked to identify not only how many of the learning aims that were specified they wanted to achieve at the start and how much progress they had made, but also what other outcomes had occurred from undertaking the programme, for example, promotion, career change, more involvement and responsibility in decision making. 

Employer and student profiles

As some employers had sponsored employees in more than one cohort, there were fewer employers than students in the sample. A total of 57 questionnaires were sent to employers across the five cohorts, and a further 60 sent to the students. The employer respondents worked in the NHS, a Professional and Regulatory body, Voluntary Sector, Local Government, Civil Service, Housing and Higher Education. Nineteen responses were received from employers (35% response rate), with additional replies explaining that managers of the student concerned had left the organization. The diversity of organizations within the public sector provides one of the challenges to the programme, ie how to manage the differing interests of the public sector organizations represented, but also there are benefits from the cross fertilization of ideas and practices which can be achieved through such a diverse student body. 

The employers were managers in their organisations, responsible for the students/employees, usually as line managers. Given the programme is now in its sixth year and as the programme takes either two years or three years to complete it was not surprising that a number of organisations responded that the named manager no longer worked for them or had moved to a different section. Ten of the respondents had been with their organisation for six years or less. Occupational mobility among middle managers, particularly in London, is a challenge for educational providers trying to establish a working partnership with employers. 

Fewer than half of the employers had heard of Foundation Degrees when their employee started the programme, nevertheless, 87% of the respondents said that their organisation had sponsored the employees to take the course. Some British employer groups, for example the Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE), support the expansion of higher education, but their emphasis is on ‘cost-free’ demand, that is for recruitment of a more highly qualified set of workers at no direct cost to themselves (Keep and Mayhew, 2004:310). Our survey showed that eleven employers had no concerns at the programme’s financial cost to their organisation although twelve respondents expressed concern at students taking time off work to attend the College. It must be noted that the cost of the programme has been relatively inexpensive at approximately £775 per year for the part-time course, and the standard £1300 full time fee. These fees which will be changing, as with all undergraduate programmes, with the introduction of ‘top up fees’ in September 2006, where all full time students will be paying £3000, but no longer ‘up front’ as before.

There were 15 responses from students from a total of 60, a disappointing response rate of 25%, but due to difficulties with postage it is possible that some questionnaires and replies have gone astray, even with follow up requests.  The student profile demonstrates that they conform to the intentions of the government’s widening participation and life-long learning policies, and reflects the population of inner-London and employment in the public services, with students being drawn especially from the National Health Service and local government. 70% of all the students on the programme are from ethnic minorities, 86% are females and 96% are mature students. Fewer than 20% of the students have A ’levels which is the customary qualification route to higher education in England. 

Outcomes and expectations

With the exception of the current cohort which has not yet met all the learning outcomes, all the employer responses except one identified that the outcomes had been achieved by their employees. Fourteen employers said they wanted the employees’ skills to improve through the programme and eleven said that this had been achieved. Twelve respondents wanted a more confident employee and said this had been achieved. Only eight respondents were looking for an improved ability to manage and eight sought improved employee communication skills and reported that their employees were better communicators since taking the Foundation Degree. Ten respondents wanted a more knowledgeable employee and nine reported that this had been achieved. Employers instanced greater awareness of organisational policies and a broader frame of reference and professionalism. In response to questions about what the employees take from the programme to the work place, 14 said that the employees demonstrated numerate and communicative skills, 15 identified problem solving and 14 said that the employee analysed changes at work and made recommendations. These skills are evidenced from the work that employees undertake, including writing reports giving presentations.

[He] has developed as a manager. He has been here four years and for three of those years he has been on the course. He has developed from a team player to a manager. That is how he interacts with the others and I do feel that the FD course has helped him with that because he has gone up the ladder very, very quickly and I don’t think he would have done that otherwise (EDF, Local Government)

Additional comments from respondents include ‘most definitely’ in response to the outcome ‘the employee better able to manage’, and ‘often without instruction or consultation’ for the outcome ‘the employee is able to undertake specific tasks’. One employee noted that the employee shows ‘forward thinking, has excellent ideas, part of the project he is undertaking will be of enormous benefit to work’. Other responses include an improvement in writing skills, budget skills, and greater awareness of policies including those concerning equality and diversity, and a breadth of knowledge. These are value-adding activities in a public service environment. 
We take it as read that technical capability is there…The key skills we are looking for in our team leaders is getting them to recognise that they have to lead the team. So it is performance management skills, managing conflict within the team, also coaching and developing the team as well AH (Housing Trust) 

What I would expect from anyone doing the course is what they are learning is useful to them in that they can transfer it to the work-place MS (NHS) 
We were curious to know if the knowledge and skills employers wanted could be taught in a programme such as the FDPSM. Can employees learn the soft skills which appear so highly desired by employers? One respondent noted that 

The FD ‘can give you an understanding of how you can go about things, different ways of doing things…But a lot of what you learn is from observing people… You need the balance of both: teach the theory in the classroom but I don’t think anything can take away from actually having to do it OK (NHS)

The interest in ‘soft skills’ resonates with Keep’s analysis of how the importance of qualifications as signifiers of skill has declined over time given the current discourses about a knowledge driven economy, where there 

‘is a gradual but profound shift in the nature of the skill sets that many employers are seeking…from manual skills (dexterity and tool usage) and hard technical knowledge, towards a growing prioritisation of “softer” social skills and personal attributes…As one employer put it “we recruit attitude”’ (Keep, 2004). 

This shift in emphasis corresponds to the move from a manufacturing to service economy in the UK. The managers’ replies in our study indicate that they do not expect the programme to develop management abilities as such but they do attribute the programme’s influence on activities where their employees are assuming more responsibility.

What appears to be a success story from the perspective of employers is reinforced from the perspective of the employees. The employee respondents were possibly more positive in their comments about what had been achieved and they cited rising confidence, increased knowledge, earning respect from colleagues and credibility in the organization were cited by respondents. A wider awareness of public sector management, political issues, strategic planning, background and context were particularly cited, rather than more ‘hands on’ skills such as using of IT. One respondent noted that she watched Parliamentary debates, something she had not done before, as well as reading academic books and journals. These outcomes go beyond the soft skills noted by employers and suggest that employees are gaining a deeper awareness of the context of public sector management which is not necessarily being made explicit in their workplace. 
As the course has gone on I now feel more confident in my abilities and will now challenge myself more. The FD has given me the confidence in my ability and vision to achieve the aims and goals I want to aspire to, both professionally and personally (student, Foundation Degree in Public Service Management, 2003)

Challenges and tensions

Emerging from the questionnaire data is a polarization of experiences. We have examples of students who have been fully supported by their managers, including being given projects which are of benefit to the organization and time off for study. We have also examples where students felt that they were the source of envy by line managers, or felt their employers did not give them the chance to put into practice what they had learnt. The most cited source of support sought by employees was time off, followed by having an opportunity to use their newly acquired knowledge and skills more effectively.

I originally had it tough to get the time off from work for every Thursday from 1.30pm to make it to college for a 2pm start. I have to make up my hours at work by starting an hour and a half early and missing half an hour lunch sometimes everyday, just to make up my four hours from work every Thursday (Student, National Educational Organisation)
We have been able to juxtapose the views of employers with their employees who are our students from our interview data. We are beginning to see how the employers, nearly all middle managers who have also undertaken professional development in management programmes, use the discourse of management in answering our questions. We sense that they are reflecting back to us what they think we expect to hear as representatives of education institutions.  

The employers were not so able or interested in having a full engagement with the programme. When asked whether they wanted to be involved in the learning activities of their employee, twelve wanted to be involved, but ‘as circumstances permit’. Time, noted also by the employees, was a key issue and two respondents stated that they do not have time to give attention to the Foundation Degree.

We are beginning to sense that the FD is seen as a means to achieve organizational goals, in other words, educational providers are being brought in to deliver business and organizational objectives rather than educational and personal goals. Yet our students have to invest immense personal time to gain the FD whilst their newly acquired skills and knowledge clearly benefits their employers. Is there something disingenuous about sponsoring employees on a work-based learning programme when our evidence suggests that employers want to limit their own involvement? Our interviews uncovered an interest in signing a three way contract between employer, employee/student and education provider as long as the employee could override time off for study if work commitments were pressing. This seems to us an uneven basis upon which to agree a contract. 
The outcome of such employer impact is that some students have a more supported and therefore different learning experience than others. They enjoy opportunities to undertake tasks which will provide them with the experience they need to complete assignments and gain new skills and knowledge. Other employees find themselves struggling to complete the work whilst meeting their employers’ targets. We are not suggesting that the context in which our students work is not important. Indeed, one of the many outcomes for their study is to be able to manage time and conflicting demands. Yet it does seem inequitable that one student may be given the whole day off to attend college whilst another has to make up time in addition to finding time to complete study for the FD. 
Unsurprisingly, a questionnaire with a fairly average response rate and a small number of follow up interviews will not yield enough data to make helpful judgements about how best to engage employers. However, we need to step back from the specific issues arising from this particular foundation degree, to examine what is being advocated by government in 2006, as we continue our quest to foster good practice in work based learning at a time when the UK government is focusing increasingly on skills in the workplace.

A policy context

The Government’s Skills Strategy Progress Report in July 2004, acknowledged that ‘we are still only at the start of the journey’ to improve the skills of the workforce, and noted that engaging employers was one of the five major challenges (DfES, 2004:para 42). The Review of Foundation Degrees published in September 2004 identified that providers needed to involve employers in the assessment of work-related skills and the work-based learning needed employer engagement at all stages (Foundation Degree Task Force: 2004). The Review identified that Sector Skills Councils had a pivotal role in tailoring foundation degrees to employers’ requirements. It also identified a need for coherence in local and regional planning. Nearly all the recommendations of this first review propose action by government agencies such as the DfES, Sector Skills Councils and Further and Higher Education Institutions, but only one recommendation specifically mentioned employers! 

The Government produced its second Skills White Paper in Spring 2005, again stressing the involvement of employers in the campaign to ensure that the workforce of the UK is skilled and qualified to compete globally. The Government has commissioned a major review of skills led by Sandy Leitch, and the committee will be reporting in 2006. Its interim report published in late 2005 promises to address the appropriate balance of responsibility between Government, employers and individuals. Besley (2005) has cogently argued that the interventionist approach of Government has produced a ‘conveyor belt of initiatives and strategies, often without a common thread’, and an increasingly complex infrastructure to deliver each initiative. He suggests a better balance could be achieved if the individuals and employers were to have a much greater involvement in the infrastructure.

Yet there continue to be tensions between the four stakeholders of government, providers, employers and individuals. In particular, the form and nature of relationship between the State, employers and education has changed so that education is less separate and discrete, its autonomy relatively curtailed and is now characterized by individualism and consumerism (Gleeson and Keep, 2004: 38).  Employers and their employees exhibit one such tension, manifest where, as Gleeson and Keep argue, employers want outcomes which include an over-supply of skilled labour which helps drive down wages and an interest in supporting learning which is both firm-specific and non-transferable to prevent poaching of staff. The outcomes for learners (in this case employees) may conflict with such functional aims, and Gleeson and Keep caution against the involvement of employers in vocational education, because of the differing aims and outcomes held by these two stakeholders. 

The relationship between employers and education, a different bi-partite component of context is an ‘elusive objective’. Despite the huge budget enjoyed by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), and the increasing attention being paid to employers by the higher Education Funding council in England (HEFCE) through knowledge transfer and its third stream of funding, employers are not fully engaged with education, but for very good reasons. Their main activity, particularly in the private sector, is to run a successful business which makes a profit. In the public sector, thought by Government to be an important role model for employer engagement, the organisational aims (providing primary health care, and general public services locally), even though they do not ‘make a profit’, still take precedent over workforce development. As Gleeson and Keep forcefully argue

Many of the changes in the English system of VET that have taken place over the last 20 years have been a form of displacement activity that skirts around the central problem that employers have not acted as hoped and intended. …at least in part, expansion of the education system has been a substitute for action by employers, as instanced by the growth of FE and HE (Gleeson and Keep, 2004: 57)

A way forward,  argued by Gleeson and Keep, is to acknowledge that employers are not the only customers of the education system, nor is meeting the needs of the economy the only function of education. The research represented in this one, small scale study, have surfaced the tensions that exist between different expectations of the foundation degree. As our emerging evidence shows, being able to support employees in their quest to gain qualifications as well as acquire important skills and knowledge would benefit employers as well as the employees, and the role of the provider perhaps as mediator may prove to be pivotal. An improved employer/employee/ provider relationship needs to be created to facilitate this important goal but any relationship needs to respect the importance of providing much needed time to learn for the employees.
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