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Abstract

This paper seeks to explore how a combination of work-based learning and inquiry-based learning can be blended together with social technologies and balanced facilitation to create a highly personalised fully online undergraduate experience. Whilst the literature base is established for each element separately, less is known of the combinational possibilities of these approaches to learning. Based around the experience of the highly successful BA Learning Technology Research degree based at Anglia Ruskin University, Essex, the paper shows how elements of the blend can act to enable participation in higher education from previously excluded groups. The case study establishes the benefits and challenges of this real world approach to learning for the students as individuals and with respect to the emerging calls for particular skill sets in the super-complex age, where learners have multiple frameworks of understanding, of action, and of self-identity. The paper goes on to explore how learner defined inquiry based learning is both scalable and replicable and suggests lessons for other courses and institutions. Within the case study the paper also identifies challenges posed by the blend combinations and makes tentative suggestions on how they may be addressed.

Introduction

Widening participation is a driving factor in the development and direction of UK Higher Education.  One of the key aims in this agenda “is to promote and provide the opportunity of successful participation in higher education to everyone who can benefit from it” (HEFCE, 2006). The Higher Education Funding Council of England particularly recognises that because of a demographic change (notably fewer young people in the labour market and an aging workforce) there is a need to provide HE throughout people’s lives.  The underpinning rationale for this expansion may be seen as a reaction to, or preparation for, the growth of the knowledge economy.

In addition to the demographic issues, economic ideas drive the widening participation agenda too. Gordon Brown (2007) suggested that the declining need for unskilled labour means a journey to upskill is required "we must create up to five million new skilled jobs and to fill them we must persuade five million unskilled men and women to gain skills, the biggest transformation in the skills of our economy for more than a century". He goes on to suggests that 50% more people with graduate skills are needed. Whilst the political agenda calls for up-skilling, Brine (2006) suggests the associated culture of lifelong learning has only a cloak of inherent goodness, and instead masks inequality and reconstructed power relations.

Before considering some mechanisms for widening participation in higher education, consider first what skills are being called for. Barnett (2005) suggests that we need to accept that in a knowledge society, the knowledge in the university will fall short of the knowledge held in wider society since value systems of knowledge – notions of truth, openness and fairness are continually expanded and refined. The ways of describing the world as well as the world itself are then fluid. For learning in this situation of fluidity Barnett suggests that the universities’ role is to build in its learners “the capacity to cope, to prosper and to delight in a world in which there are no universals … it is a task of – and a challenge to – the university to provide those capacities” (p. 794, 2005).  Fryer (2007) suggests that the complexity of the world around us and the changing nature of the world requires quite different forms of knowledge than in the past. Fryer, concurring then with Barnett (ibid), describes the need for learners that can handle change, loads of information and keep a competitive edge whilst also continuing to learn. In effect, learners must know how to learn (and re-learn). They must become competent knowledge handlers in an age Fryer refers to as the age of risk. Jackson (2004) claims that the response by higher education to this challenge has been limited. Gleeson and Keep (2004) suggest that employers have fallen short in providing skills and vocational education to workers too, creating a deficit discourse, moreover they add that with a lack of partnership there is a danger that education provides yesterday's skills, remedy it is claimed, may be found in the three way partnership between employer, state and education provider. 

Strategies to enable wider participation in HE have included the growth of work-based learning and e-learning, part time and distance learning (Cullen & Mills, 2006). The BA Learning Technology Research pathway based at Anglia Ruskin University utilises all of these approaches along side high degrees of personalisation,  action-led inquiry and reflective practice to create a learning blend which can enable learners who are in work to develop graduate skills, specific 'subject' knowledge and particularly, and in the light of the call for skills for super-complexity, meta-learning skills. This paper firstly describes the learning blend of the BA LTR. It moves then to explore the ways in which this learning blend acts to widen participation; this account is the product of practitioner observation, online community exchanges and through the voice of an individual learner (individual case study).  The data for the individual case study comes from documentary analysis, observation and researcher testimony, the case study individual is in the account a co-author to enhance authenticity. The paper goes on to summarise the benefits and challenges of this learning blend for the individual learner. Here there is some emphasis on that nature of knowledge and learning.

Context

The BA (Honors) Learning, Technology and Research fully online degree was launched in 2003 and is part of the Ultraversity research project based at Ultralab, the research, education and technology unit of Anglia Ruskin University, Chelmsford. The students are called researchers as the course is centred upon individual professionally based research and inquiry. Researchers come from a range of professional contexts (including education, health services, commerce and the self-employed sector). In addition the professional context need not be a paid work role but may equally be a form of voluntary service. All researchers are geographically distributed and never meet face to face until the physical graduation ceremony. All communication is online using a range of technologies including virtual learning environments, content management systems, e-portfolios, web logs and voice internet protocol. Most communication is asynchronous.

What are the key features of this course? How do these enable participation? 

The BA LTR may be seen as widening participation through two mechanisms. Firstly the program widens access through the presence of pull factors; before the point of entry the course is able to erode barriers to participation and provide opportunity. Secondly through the learning blend; features exist to challenge barriers, which may occur after the point of entry.

Real World Learning

A key concept for the development of the degree course has been to provide authentic learning with a direct appeal to potential undergraduates who often in full time employment were sufficiently interested in pursuing their careers through professional development.  A large proportion of students have fulfilling jobs but little formal training at an appropriate level and their employers as potential forces for organisational change have underestimated many students. By introducing a rigorous approach to work-based inquiry, most researchers begin to experience impact on their own professional development early in the course.  By the end of the degree course, many have surprised themselves, their families and their employers with the unexpected impact of their studies on the organisation.

"There was a lot of expectation from people at work that I would automatically go onto a GTP or SCITT programme and go into teaching.  But I love what I do and find it works brilliantly with my family and home life.  I decided to stay within this job I enjoy but took the opportunity to extend my capabilities by progressing to a more senior position." (GM, 2007)

"Even before I started the degree I really liked the job I had (still have) teaching students ICT but I was fed up with hearing people say, " oh you know she isn't qualified." What difference it made I don't know as I felt I did the job as good if not better than some of them.

If I am honest I only entered into the degree to prove others wrong. I never thought I would complete the degree, thought I would give up at the first hurdle and not really be bothered. But as the degree went on it made me feel someone, I was achieving something I started out to do 40 years earlier. I suddenly wasn't doing it to prove a point I was doing something for me and despite all the hard work and panics I actually enjoyed it and at the end the sense of achievement was tremendous." (CC, 2007)

Work-based & Inquiry based

The BA LTR is a work-based learning degree. Learning takes place through, at and for work (Gray, 2001).  The particular type of work-based learning used, critically, gives control of learning decisions to the researcher themselves and not to the employing organisation. Whilst Gleeson and Keep (ibid) emphasise state, institution and employer, the BA LTR gives the locus of control to the learner. Rather than having a curriculum instigated by employers the learner negotiates their learning. The employing organisation is indeed a critical part of this process, as are the parameters of the University standards, but each learners is trusted and scaffolded to become empowered in learning design through devising the learning agenda.

Making the tools available for undergraduates to develop skills in assessing their own learning needs, and to understand how their development contributes to the organisational development plan.  It has been surprising how many employees have had little access to the organisational development plan before the start of the degree course, and so have been unaware of how they could contribute. Equally, it is likely that employers have not taken advantage of the potential of these workers to contribute to development plans.

Presently there are few fully research led undergraduate degree programmes, but the BA LTR is fully research led.  The course draws heavily upon the approach of action inquiry. Researchers learn to become fully and informed reflective practitioners and action researchers with high standards of academic rigour. In addition to research skills, researchers develop 'subject' knowledge in line with their negotiated themes and grow in work-based skills as their research informs their practice.

This brand of work-based learning acts to enhance access for a work-based learner whose organisation is not linked directly to a higher education institution. Given that employers are often unsure of their responsibility for educational provision (Gleeson & Keep, 2004) this is particularly significant as a model for opportunity. For the widening participation agenda the programme presents researchers with financial advantages because students do not have to give up work in order to study for a degree.

This form of learning has also been seen to help learners to commit to the course, enjoy learning and therefore to keep an edge of determination in overcoming many of the hurdles associated with distance learning, online learning, work-based learning and working with dependents. The curriculum is vehicular; the BA LTR course offers a framework of standards, competences and academic rigour for each individual to apply. Whilst this route to learning has unique challenges (these are discussed later) the rewards are shown through Vivien's powerful account (shown hereafter in italics):

One of the key features of the BA LTR was the autonomy that it gave me, autonomy to not only devise my own learning timetable but also the autonomy to judge where and when to apply my evolving research skills to real life situations in the work place.  Work based learning empowered me, with full support from my employers, to identify areas for improvement in the workplace, resulting in powerful impact on my academic, personal and professional development.

The action research led modules enabled a fusion of work and study, as a mother of two with an extremely busy life the ability to combine these two elements of my life so seamlessly was a significant contributing factor to the fact that I completed and committed to the course.  The sole reason that I had never undertaken a traditional degree course was my perception that I would need to carve up my time, redress my priorities and fit my life around study.  With the BA LTR course study fitted quite comfortably into my life. Whilst it was not easy and had high demands the way that it dovetailed my work allowed me to access higher education. 

Social technology

A rugged jigsaw of technology underpins the BA LTR. Not a neat and seamless mix of tools, but a mix that fits needs and is flexible as needs change. Learners never meet face to face and so technology is their university. It is the lecture room, the common room, the seminar, the facilitator’s office, the square and the bar. Initially the programme team did not, without some questioning, accept the prior knowledge about online learning since previous larger scale ventures had spectacularly fallen. The culture of pedagogy was formulated as one of co-research whereby provision was made according to the emerging need and later, need for improvement.

Learners can access the course anytime, anywhere through use of asynchronous communication technologies. There are few geographic or temporal limitations to this course. This has particular relevance to learners with dependents and learners with complex professional schedules who have irregular study patterns. The freedom in access is both a pull to the course and is essential for retention. Compulsory technologies include a facilitated learning community, engagement with a content management system (resources) and e-portfolio. Additionally learners use blogs, wikis, voice applications, instant chat and online exhibition tools. A flexible facilitation team, which has a culture of experimentation with forms of communication preferable to the learner, the high regard for learner voice is essential in this learning mix.

The technology was not only set up as an access solution, but also to exploit some of the wider advantages of this design. A key pedagogic underpinning for this mix is a belief in the value of dialogue for advancement and learning. The asynchronous community allows considered dialogue and provides a vehicle for the formation of relationships of critical friendship and learning support. Learners rarely talk about the community without using terms including "support", "lifeline" and "trust" and cite it as essential to the learning journey, especially when personal circumstances become difficult. The relationships that form in the community space are essential for learner’s enjoyment and ability to persevere.

The benefits of participation in and the study of online communities during the BA LTR enhanced the experience of what can sometimes be perceived as a lonely learning experience.  To the contrary, the existence of the core community ensured contact and support was available, even at two in the morning I could see that others were working on-line and into the night and that was reassuring. 

The climate of openness combined with the camaraderie that exists in our group of mature students facing the challenge of the BA LTR together was inspiring.   From the outset we were encouraged to share our work, to openly critique each other’s writing, this was an effective learning accelerator, developing apace our evaluative and analytical skills The opportunity to explore emerging technology again impacted on my workplace, I’ve introduced a number of initiatives into my workplace, successfully, that without the BA LTR I probably wouldn’t have been exposed to
Facilitation

The learning technology is critical, but only half of the story. The degree is far from automated, it is rather highly personalised with high degrees of interaction, both peer to peer and peer to facilitator. With researchers drawn from eclectic backgrounds academic staff do not expect to be expert in the subject of each and every researcher. Rather instead, through close ties, high degrees of empathy and a culture of co-research learners experience high degrees of support, which ultimately frees them in to independent and autonomous learners (Arnold, 2006).

The facilitator role is of great importance in generating learning dialogue too. Through processes of modelling, questioning, seeding and co-research learners are able to engage in meaningful ways with others on the same learning journey though with entirely different professional backgrounds. Where common ground is not evident at a surface level the facilitator is critical to engaging learners.

It became apparent, very quickly, why the tutors on the BA LTR are termed ‘Learning Facilitators’ (LF).  Rather than imparting knowledge to us, the LF’s with their subtle approach, did truly facilitate learning, encouraging researcher autonomy at every level.

If I ever encountered a problem and asked for help I wasn’t greeted with an answer or even advice, I was subtly pointed in the right direction by my LF.  My LF would encourage me to revisit my work and ideas and reflect upon them, to identify new direction and strands of new learning from those structured reflections and to apply the results, sharing my thoughts at all stages with other researchers in the community so they too could gain from my experience as I did from theirs.

As the on-line community developed, conversations became deeper and more complex; researchers shared advice and engaged in discussion around learning theories and complex work based issues.  I always had awareness that the LF’s were observing our discourse, they rarely needed to intervene to correct us, their role was more to enhance the discussions with suggestions and questions to ensure we gained maximum impact from them.
Benefits of the learning mix

The key benefits of this learning mix have been shown, qualitatively, through the account and vignettes hitherto, to include the following;

· Course allows learners to stay in work and to study

· Course allows learning to be integrated in to the life of learners not appearing as a separate life domain

· Course offers high degrees of learner autonomy

· Course promotes highly personalised and relevant study

· Course empowers learners through autonomy

· Course is highly social

· Course has a high impact (positive change) on the employing organisation

These benefits were shown to have been experienced more widely. In an exit survey of 67 researchers 98% felt the programme was highly personalised and relevant to both individual and employer needs, 70% felt that their participation in the programme had 'significant' impact on their workplace, with a further 25% stating there was some impact on their organisation from their studies.

Learning to learn

Whilst the BA LTR offers personal gains and some challenges to researchers some of its key advantages emerge through the existence of multiple channels for learning to learn. In a society which is subject to hyper-change, the ability to learn, and indeed re-learn is essential (Barnett 2005; Fryer, 2007). Whilst it is not claimed here that the BA LTR is exclusive in promoting the development of learning to learn, in the light of the suggestion the overall higher education has not responded fully to the need for learners to learn to learn (Jackson, 2004), the BA LTR may be considered rich in this dimension.

Online social eclectic communities enabling learning processes and elements to be the key object of conversation. The online community is eclectic, learners are all researching different topics in different contexts. With an emphasis on dialogue learners need to find common ground. This lies not in their subject but rather in a consideration of the shared learning journey, through a consideration for example of the nature of the tasks, peer review (based on research rigour rather than subject specific ties) and consideration of what has been learnt, how it was learnt and how strategies for learning may be improved. Such topics for dialogue transcend professional and research backgrounds. This eclectic meta-conversation doesn't just happen but is scaffolded by activities that quickly guide learners to see beyond surface activity. For example early on in community researchers are asked to peer review each-others work. Initially this is done with some hesitance and comments are often short, uncritical and lacking confidence. After a guidance and facilitator modelling learners begin to look under the surface, is the work robust, systematic, analytical, audience appropriate, underpinned by a theoretical basis and meeting the intended outcomes. The eclecticism enables learners to engage about learning processes. The social technology is the space for this to occur and particularly the medium's asynchronicity may be seen to enhance the depths of consideration given to contributions.

In problem based learning, traditionally learners are presented with issues to resolve. In the BA LTR learners are in work and define their own 'problems' to resolve, research and develop. Learners have to make choices about what to research, to justify this and to plan their learning. Through this planning learners need to align different factors (self, university and employing organisation), negotiate and order needs, opportunities and goals - they take control of the learning process.  Through authentic inquiry learners are not subject to controlled conditions but rather real world conditions, where 'things happen' to shake the plan. The authenticity of context goes some way to address one of the criticisms levelled at problem-based learning by Dolmans et al (2005) who note that  "[d]esigning effective problems is not an easy task. In some [problem based learning] curricula students are confronted with problems that are too well-structured, too close-ended and too simple, due to which students are not challenged to construct knowledge actively."  Resultantly learners constantly have to re-plan, relearn and react. In some instances learners have changed job roles or context midway through their research but can act to reappraise their situation and adapt their learning plans accordingly. The learner researching their real-world context has to see their context with new eyes; they assume different roles as participant researchers. In this way the researcher develops the ability to view scenarios from different perspectives. The authentic learning context creates a fluid unpredictable learning laboratory. Learning and working concurrently in such inseparable ways acts to provide the researcher with tight-knit links between the theoretical knowledge base and the applied reality. The research-led course enables the learner to become competent in internalizing and negotiating meaning, aligning abstract and reality and where change exists, realigning. Recalling Barnett's (2005) claim that universities have difficult owning knowledge in rapidity this learning feature acts to devolve knowledge creation whilst allowing the university to maintain a framework of standards, guidance, accreditation, empowerment and legitimacy for research activity.

The BA LTR encourages increasing depths of reflection; the course facilitates reflection skills in learners in two key ways. Firstly, learners to reflect on practice to devise learning plans and secondly, the course facilitates reflection on learning itself at the end of each activity. Understanding ways of reflecting assists researchers to undertake research in different contexts. Though reflection at the end of modules is not uncommon, the BA LTR emphasises rigorous and systematic approaches to reflection. So for example in a situation high in emotion a learner may choose a reflection technique which channels feelings to work to understanding, in other circumstances an approach to reflection which allows the research to step outside themselves may be chosen. In learning about reflection, as well as doing reflection, learners develop a transferable framework for learning that transcends changing circumstances.

Assessment using essays was rejected when the pathway was designed partly because this approach was seen as a barrier to accessing learning assessment for learners who are not read/write, it did not tap creativity in all, but in addition an alternative approach called patchwork text  (Winter, 2003) which was later adapted by the course to be patchwork media (McGuire et al. 2006) - was seen to possess benefits for extending a learners reflective approach to learning.  The patchwork is a montage of different forms of writings (and media) to be assembled - the collation is shared, discussed and interpreted and stitched together with a retrospective reflective commentary. This approach allows researchers to reflect on both each 'part' and then the whole learning experience, often, new learning occurs through the consideration of the whole. Weaknesses and incidentals are valued and explored as learning objects, in effect these act as data upon which new strategies for learning can be developed.  Happenings in the learning journey are not hidden from view but provide a foundation for the learner to better know -how to learn in future.

Challenges

Whilst the mix presents opportunities and benefits it also presents the researchers and academic staff with new and unique challenges. A selection of these is indicatively illustrated hereafter.

When the learner is the negotiator of learning they act as an agent balancing the needs of self, university (through meeting regulations and learning outcomes for example) and employer (for example by engaging in useful learning). When the learner the alignment is troublesome the researcher may experience considerable turmoil in designing mutually agreeable learning. Problems in aligning the stakeholders may be exacerbated when the employer is funding the researcher and perceives a level of control over research topics. Researchers have been seen to develop strategies for alignment though, so whilst the period of negotiation may seem stressful, ultimately new strategies of negotiation, compromise, adaptation and planning emerge. Whether or not the unsatisfactory resolution of negotiated learning has deterred learners, caused researchers to cease studying or had a long-term negative impact on student experience is unknown and worthy of further research.

An issue for learners using work as the basis for undergraduate study is workload. Although the two activities are inherently linked in this blend, there are for some people at some times, issues of time management. Particularly during times of high workload and family difficulties researchers can have issues of coping. For learners the challenge here is to develop coping strategies and for facilitators and indeed the wider university the challenge is to develop flexible infrastructures that complement this learning blend. This may mean developments in student services, registry and even the students union.

The degree programme utilises elements, which may be unfamiliar to learners - whilst this is in some ways an advantage, often challenging negative prior experiences - it also demands that learners are supported in extracting the benefits out of provisions, strategies and resources. With the patchwork text approach for example, learners who understand the benefits and aims of the approach work much more confidently with it (McGuire et al. 2006) . For the facilitators a key challenge is to ensure through support that learners understand all of the possible benefits of the approaches used such that they can work to capitalise on them.

An ongoing challenge to learners and facilitators is the online community. The exit survey revealed that 62% of researchers believed learner collaboration was very high, however the remainder felt whilst collaboration was evident it was not at a significant level. Maximising engagement with others remains an important challenge

Conclusions

This case is one way in which one part of one institution has responded to the dual responsibilities of widening participation and educating for evolving economy.  The intention of this account is to exemplify possibility and prompt discussion. The course design explored here has clear benefits for learner experience, aspects of knowledge development, widening participation and for advancing approaches to personalised work based learning. Whilst the learning combination provides insights into a learning blend which offers broad accessibility and assets for the socio-economic complexities of these times, there are unanswered questions emerging, for example: 

· How much of such a learning form would be desirable in an economy?

· What alternative or complementary strategies may also be used?

· Considering the widening participation element of this course, is there a high personal cost for combining work and study in these ways?

· And on a pragmatic or operational level, how can opportunities for dialogue be best used and created?

In summary, research is needed in to how this learning blend can be further developed and also adopted by others and second, a broader discussion into the place of inquiry led learning within the university system is sought.
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