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Abstract:  Collaborative and productive partnerships between practitioners and academics are paramount in providing meaningful and relevant learning experiences for students undertaking postgraduate studies. There is no one partnership model that assures success. However, a challenge that continually presents in negotiation of these learning partnerships, and in the intellectual debate that might progress them, is a diverse understanding of the nature of such partnerships and the language that might be used to describe the partnership paradigm.  A plethora of terms have arisen to ‘name’ these learning partnerships yet there appears to be little consensus, or common understanding, of how these models differ or might compare or complement one another. It is not the intention of this paper to report results of a particular research project but rather the intent is to provide a catalyst for discussion on the nomenclature and models of work related learning models in higher education. As a further catalyst for discussion, two postgraduate practitioner-focused programs, that encompass this learning paradigm, are used to illustrate some of the issues which must be accounted for when creating such partnerships.  In our experience, a critical issue is the creative tension between professional imperatives and academic rigour, that is, ensuring the learning experience negotiated is relevant, current and authentic to the real and perceived needs of the stakeholders. Mindfulness of the work commitments and availability constraints of full-time employed students engaging or re-engaging after a long absence of studying is also necessary to ensure that student / industry expectations from engaging in these types of partnerships is realistic. Cognisance of these types of issues, which may result in diminishing credible, useful and relevant learning experiences, must be accounted for in the useful exploration of the nature of these partnerships.  
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Introduction

In western society the combined effects of employer’s expectation of a more flexible and multi-skilled workforce, increased employee mobility and opportunity, technological uptake, an aging workforce, declining birth rates and the emergence of a knowledge economy has resulted in adult education being increasingly paramount in contributing to a nation’s economic prosperity. In particular, considerable emphasis is being placed upon the education of those already in the workforce (Dougherty, 2003). McDonald (2001) contends the combined contributions from the rapid expansion of knowledge and technological advances translates to the knowledge acquired by an adult in the previous 5 years is at best modified in content and meaning and at worst obsolete. Consequently, flexible, relevant and dynamic educational programs may successfully provide credible and appropriate learning experiences and up-skilling. However, discourse centred on how this can be achieved is hampered by the nomenclature surrounding the partnership models created in response to these challenges. 
Definition variations even arise within each of the following recognised categories. Work Based Learning (WBL) or Workplace Learning (WPL) is used to describe “independent learning through work. It is a self-managed process supported by learning contracts, Higher Education and work-place mentors and various types of learning and guidance materials” (University for Industry, 1999; cited in Johnson, 2000).  Work Related Learning (WRL) can be defined as being “work-related activities in terms of formal and informal learning activities that are done for reasons related to work. Formal types of work-related adult education are defined by the presence of an instructor, whereas informal adult learning activities are defined by the absence of an instructor” (Kleiner, Carver, Hagedorn & Chapman, 2005).  Work Integrated Learning (WIL) is categorised as “the insight gained through the conscious or unconscious internalisation of our own or observed interactions which build upon our past experiences and knowledge” (Katula & Threnhauser, 1999, p240). Reeders (2000, p205) adds that it is “student learning for credit designed to occur either in the workplace or within a campus setting that emulates key aspects of the workplace”.  Vocational Learning (VL) is typically described as incorporating “any activities and experiences that lead to understandings of and/or skills relevant to a range of (voluntary and paid) work environments” (Aimhigher Greater Merseyside, 2005). These categories of learning associated with the work environment can be formal or informal taking the form of short courses or workshops conducted over a period of days, may be undergraduate industry placements or co-operative or sandwich programs forming a brief or substantial period during their term of study while students or postgraduate programs with participants already in the workplace. We will be concentrating on students who are practitioners operating within the workplace undertaking postgraduate study.  
Confusion and the potential to undervalue the importance of work based learning 

may be arising owing to the plethora of terms used to describe a credible model for the work and learning nexus; work integrated learning (e.g. Groenewald 2004; Beard & Wilson 2002; Katula & Threnhauser1999), work related learning (e.g. Stagg 2006, p52, Creighton & Hudson 2002, Lengermann 1996), work based learning or workplace learning (e.g. Fink & Holifield 2004, Billett & Boud 2001) and vocational learning (e.g. Stasz & Wright 2004, Steedman & West 2003). To ensure such terms can legitimately be used interchangeably or so that they can be distinctly defined Nixon et al (2006, p7) advocates the development of a common language and emphasises higher education institutions and employers need to establish a shared understanding of the nexus between work and learning. To date the literature does not demonstrate the reporting of a process by which the teasing out of the nuances and the coalescence of meaning distilled from critiquing nor combining nor divergence of meanings to create a common language. The plethora of phrases seems to continue to dominate. Anecdotally our own experience and perspective in engaging with practitioners and industry has not resolved the multiplicity of nomenclature. In our institution, the tendency is for the adoption of Work Integrated Learning (WIL) as the descriptor for the type of philosophy we are exercising as we believe it best fits the practice we are engaged in with the industry partners, practitioner lecturers and the students. 
Postgraduate Program Suites: Occupational Health and Safety, Maintenance Management 

In 1995, the Faculty of Sciences, Engineering & Health at Central Queensland University (CQU), located in the city of Rockhampton in Queensland, Australia, offered a coursework Graduate Certificate and Graduate Diploma in the discipline areas of Occupational Health and Safety and Maintenance Management. In the immediate years following, the programs were extended to Master’s level for both discipline areas. In both cases engineering related professionals represent a significant number of enrolments in the programs.

A key feature of both suites of programs is that they expose students to a learning experience with a workplace focus incorporating industry-based assessment that supplements a WIL philosophy. The relevancy and currency of the programs has been assured from conception and as a continuous improvement process of change through the collaborative and consultative processes adopted by the Faculty to engage industry (regional and national perspectives and representatives) in the design and implementation of the programs. This proactive dynamic relationship has provided the basis of a meaningful, practitioner-focused learning experience whereby students have been the of beneficiaries of innovative curriculum design, varied delivery mode (flexible, web-based, face-to-face components), real-work problem solving learning experiences and ultimately career development supported by their employer through a university administered qualification.  

Student cohorts consist of mature aged (mean 42 years range 22-53 in 2004) with the majority being first time university students. This provides unique challenges in acknowledging and enacting a university experience for these students that balances academic rigour with practical credibility and sensitivity to encourage and challenge their personal and academic development. Such considerations are accounted for by adopting strategies such as work-related assessment items, residential schools which involve industry site visits, discussion forums and practitioner-student-academic interactions and a web-based learning environment which provides opportunity for collaborative and reflective practice. For our students this type of academic-work-based interface forms the basis of a Work Integrated Learning framework.  

Our programs best fit the Type 4 category of Brennan and Little (2006) as outlined in Table 1. As per the Brennan and Little (2006) analysis, our postgraduate programs are unique in building upon foundation undergraduate programs and better demonstrate the learning experience that is negotiated between industry (practitioner) and the tertiary sector (academic). 

	Stage in life course 
	Type of programme
	Current state/trends 

	Type 1 

Initial  

formation


	HE-based programme (at undergraduate or postgraduate level) with WPL module or longer placement in workplace environment 
	Well-established (particularly sandwich course) 

Funding adequate

Evidence of renewed interest in some institutions 

Evidence of decreasing take-up by some types of learner



	Type 2 

Initial 

formation

 
	HE-based programme (at undergraduate level) with  alternating sequence of taught modules and short periods of practice in relevant occupational settings 


	Well-established, particularly in health, social care, education 

Many programmes funded outside 

HEFCE remit 

	     Type 3 

    Learner in 

    the  

    workplace

    (primarily) 


	HE-based programme (foundation degree): some integration of taught modules with activities in actual (or simulated) work

settings 
	Recent development. Still ongoing issues of adequate funding, employer engagement, and prevailing quality, regulatory and qualification frameworks 

	    Type 4

    Learner in 

    the 

    workplace

 
	Employment-based programme: negotiated between HE, employer and learner. Focus on learner’s workplace activities  
	Still to achieve widespread take-up, though possibly increasing. Has potential to be prime vehicle for workforce development linked to HE programmes. Has potential to be top-up to foundation degrees

 


Table 1: Trends in higher education programmes involving Workplace Learning (WPL) 

                               (After Brennan & Little 2006)

There is a great deal of mutual respect and professional camaraderie evident between the academic and industry participants. As characterised in a ‘Type 4’ partnership, the ownership of the quality assurance processes is shared between these groups. This incorporates the review and development of course material, the manner in which the courses are delivered and the generation of work-relevant, work-based assessment items. These learning experiences are negotiated between the employer, learner and academic staff. This is a deliberate strategy so that experienced and practicing professionals are engaged as equals to ensure credible, current and relevant learning experiences are being provided. As a learning and management model, this fits well with what Kasworm and Marienau (1997, as cited in Harris 2003) emphasises as a valid learning environment for learners as "learning occurs in context; its significance relates in part to its impact on those contexts; and learning from experiences is a unique meaning-making event that creates diversity among adult learners". It is our observation that students enrolled in our suite of programs exhibit all of the hallmarks of an andragogical learner and our educational approach has been to service their learning needs appropriately.
Learning, Experience, Relevancy and Currency 

In the CQU postgraduate programs described above, the acknowledgement by the learning facilitator of practitioner professional experience becomes paramount.  The practitioners are both the learner and the teacher.  The facilitators are both the learner and the teacher.  The facilitator’s main role becomes focussed on ensuring that learners are able to recognise the nexus between their practical experience and the assessment genre. Rogers (1996, p107) contends that “There is a growing consensus that experience forms the basis of learning.”, our experience in these postgraduate courses would confirm this notion.  One of the most challenging tasks for the learning facilitator, in our experience, is to ensure that the learning experiences (driven by the assessment requirements) are considered by our students to be credible, authentic and important to their professional practice.  

Ultimately, all of the definitions explored highlight that work based learning involves the dynamic interaction between an individual and their external environment and incorporates a reflective process in seeking meaning out of such experiences.  This has become an important driver for the program, course and assessment design to ensure that opportunities for reflection, as an individual and as a member of a professional community, are built into all aspects of the program.  A premise used by the team is that purported by Kolb (1984, p38) who contends that learning and experience appear to be closely related, explaining, “Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience”.  Each of the learning experiences in these programs take the learning practitioner from the theory to higher order skills facilitated by their interaction with both the theory and the practical application of those skills.  The assessment is crafted to develop problem solving opportunities in the real and messy environment that is their work environment. The experiences engineered by facilitators aim to effect “… a relatively permanent change of knowledge, attitude or behaviour occurring as a result of formal education or training, or as a result of informal experiences” as purported by Wilson (1999, p8). 

An example that is typical of our approach to assessment appears below (Table 2).  Scaffolding for this exercise (and other similar assessment items) includes discussion boards where students are encouraged and are given credit for sharing their work in context, ideas and drafts; online resources and relevant web links that provide an opportunity for further interaction with the wider professional community with regard to the subject matter; a model of a previous useful and well written assignment so that they are able to see what the final product can (and in many cases – should) look like; and a matrix that will guide the grading of their assignment and that clearly articulates requirements and expected standards. These practical skills are then further encouraged in a later collegial residential school environment where the students are provided with supervised practice of the same skills and exposure to the broader range of tools that were available for the exercise.  The aim of this approach provides a flexible and practitioner focussed learning experience that is authentic and congruent with the skill base required of professionals practising in this domain.

Choose a manual task activity being performed in your workplace which is suitable for analysis by NIOSH, RULA or similar analysis tool.

You are required to:

1.
Perform a basic job and task analysis—consider manual, visual, auditory and other demands.

2.
Identify the risk factors/problems.
(In this section it is expected that you will apply, at a minimum, State or National advisory standards for the identification of risk factors associated with the activity.)

3.
Select appropriate tools for analysing the activity (e.g. RULA, NIOSH, OWAS). Justify your selection using relevant literature.

4.
Apply at least two (2) tools. (Your choice of tools should provide holistic coverage of the activity, one tool validating the findings of the other.)

5.
Discuss findings and compare to information found in:

(
current journals

(
ergonomic and biomechanical texts

(
subject specific websites

(
relevant standards (state and Australian).

6.
Make recommendations.

Use article by Ridyard (included in Resource Book) as a guide on process.

If you have any doubt as to what is required for this assessment please ensure that you contact your lecturer for clarification.

Table 2:  Typical workplace application assessment task
The challenge for universities is that there has been a transition from their role as knowledge repositories to knowledge accreditors and from disseminators of knowledge to learning facilitators. As a result, universities have had to undertake greater engagement with industry and practitioners to cater for and to canvas student cohorts from a less traditional niche. In doing so, universities display considerable variation in the extent of the recognition and acceptance of the relevance of workplace learning to the achievement of higher education goals. In doing so, they have had to acknowledge the legitimacy and relevance of practical knowledge and experience as opposed to the pre-eminence of solely relying upon theoretical knowledge. The world of higher education and the world of work embody very different goals, value systems, traditions and practices and consequently interrelations between the two sectors will inevitably be complex and challenging (Brennan & Little, 2006, p20). Interestingly Brennan and Little (2006, p20) also emphasise there appears to be “little consensus in the literature about the value to be attached to workplace knowledge”. However, there are reservations, as Young (2003, as cited in Brennan and Little 2006, p20) highlights when cautioning the replacement of “a curriculum based on specialist research and pedagogic communities with one based on the immediate practical concerns of employers or general criteria of employability”. Young further argues that “new forms of association, and trust and .... new types of specialists” are required. 

Such modes of learning as WBL, WPL, WRL, WIL and VL enable students to acquire, test and challenge their knowledge. In particular, for students who are practitioners these types of learning serve as a mechanism for mutually reinforcing what has been learnt in both a formalised university learning environment and a workplace environment. Furthermore, such students anecdotally acknowledge that this enables them to undertake reflective practice as they are able to immediately trial or modify their practice. 

Our experience has been that by engaging with practitioners and industry representatives and by employing practitioners as lecturers courses are kept current and relevant. In this way, these practitioners have become more appreciative of the strategy involved in the delivery mode, a better understanding of the actual learning processes and the way in which learning outcomes are achieved in conducting the courses. This correlates well with Claxton (1999) who emphasises that when people are made aware of learning implicitly then they develop an appreciation of how and why learning occurs, moving from a mindset of learning-is only-for-the -IQ-smart to learning-can-take-place-every-moment-in-my-work. 
Not only do tertiary institutions need to engage and encourage the participation of industry-tertiary sector alliances and liaisons but be forward looking in appreciating the educational foundations of their clients. While advocating a work integrated learning approach or a work related learning model at a tertiary level of education it is interesting that students in the secondary education sector are also being exposed to this strategy for contextual learning. Consequently, consideration of the secondary-tertiary nexus represents an impetus for the tertiary sector to continue to be relevant and current as it must be mindful of its future client skill base and learning experience expectation. Transitional developments in the emerging learning experiences for secondary sector students are aptly highlighted by the approaches being recommended in Stagg (2006, p52): 

Work-related learning in science is an important part of a contextual approach to science education, focusing on how science is applied at work, and how people use science in a range of occupations.  These include not only the obvious ‘science-based’ occupations, but also many other contexts e.g. in manufacturing and engineering.  Work-related learning in science should show how science ‘fits’ into our modern, industrial economy. Work-related learning in science entails the acquisition, through science education, of knowledge, understanding and skills that are useful in work, either directly, in scientific or technological contexts, or indirectly in non-scientific contexts (e.g. handling data, critical evaluation of evidence).  It will include learning through the experience of work, learning about work and working practices, and learning the skills for work.

Brennan and Little (2006, p47) highlight that the level of  access to learning in the workplace, for learners and potential learners already in the workplace, is dependent upon a range of aspects including the “custom and practice in their employment sector and the prevailing cultures within their organisation” and that “positive approaches to workforce development might be engendered in a number of ways, including creating opportunities for individuals to reflect on their work practices and knowledge of the workplace (so that learning is seen as part of their normal work); considering training and development needs beyond narrow conceptions of technical skills; providing access to knowledge-based qualifications; and supporting leadership and management development. All of these could legitimately be part of any discussion as part of a brokerage function between higher education and employment”. 
Achieving Work–life Balance Through Flexibility and Realistic Expectations
Our program delivery design is conscious of the problems involved nationally and internationally with web access in terms of bandwidth, leading to slowed downloading speeds and the inherent frustration for those that do not have broadband access. As a result course materials take the form of text-based and self paced study guides and reading materials posted to students in any site or place in the world supplemented by an online learning management system. The learning management system is used less for delivering content than many other programs but rather as a tool to build professional networks and discourse resulting in a ‘community of practice’.  However, providing students with adequate access and equity in opportunity for engagement is only one part of the story.
These programs typically have high levels of early attrition after enrolment.  This results in part because many of our students are attending university for the first time (and are often the first in their family to do so).  This means that many will have a very poor understanding of the level at which they have applied to study and the academic rigour required to successfully study at this advanced level.  Their expectations sometimes relate more to a program that is closer to the level of a Diploma offered through a training provider instead of a high level university program.  This results in early withdrawal from the program after receiving their study materials and assessment requirements.  This can be further complicated by an unrealistic expectation of their level of capability and / or capacity to undertake formal studies.  As successful, and often highly respected, practitioners in their workplace they expect that any grades for assessment outputs will reflect this standing.  This can be an unrealistic expectation for a number of reasons, including prerequisite academic skills, ability to reflect on constructive criticism and time devoted to study.  Table 3 was developed as part of project to analyse attrition related factors and highlights some of the most common reported reasons for failing (Pitcher & Toft 2005), many of which are relevant to this cohort of students.

	Common reasons for failure (CQU Student Services, February 2005, "Our Students, Their Stories."):

	High priority given to work/financial security

	Ignorance of tertiary system

	Unrealistic expectations

	Unpreparedness re time and academic writing skills

	Personal issues, including family, health, coping and organisational skills

	Failed previous courses they took (69% failed all previous courses they took)

	A high percentage are distance education/FLEX students (73% 2004)

	80% have paid jobs (2004)

	Other issues for consideration (Source: ACER, DEST June 2005):

	First in family to undertake a university degree

	Low self-esteem or unrealistically high 

	Lacking computer, maths, library or language skills


Table 3:  Common reasons for failure (Source:  Pitcher & Toft 2005)

One of the most challenging aspects of helping students manage issues at the nexus of work and formal higher education learning programs is that of assisting students to understand the need for a work-life balance of work, family and lifestyle. The balance will frequently require “negotiation” and “compromise” with their partners (regarding responsibilities for children and home life); and their workplace (regarding responsibilities for workload sharing or flexibility in timeframes); and by making specific career and family choices.  The Time Commitment Calculator (Table 4) was a tool developed (Pitcher & Toft 2005) to assist students in understanding the work/family/study nexus.

	Time commitment calculator

	Student Name:
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Change the numbers in shaded area to suit your circumstances
	Explanation
	Hours
	Days
	Times/

day
	Hours per Week
	Total

	Compare number of hours/course available (on lower right) with recommended hrs on bottom left.
	24 hrs x 7 days
	24
	7
	1
	 
	168

	Sleep
	8hrs x 7 days
	8
	7
	1
	56
	 

	Meals, Prep & Cleaning
	1hr x 7 days x 3 meals
	1
	7
	3
	21
	 

	Ablutions, shopping & travel
	1hr x 7 days x twice
	1
	7
	2
	14
	 

	Social, sport, recreation
	1hr/day
	1
	7
	1
	7
	 

	TV, newspapers, family & friends
	2 hrs/day
	2
	7
	1
	14
	 

	Other
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0
	 

	Sub Total
	 
	 
	 
	 
	112
	 

	Balance available
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	56

	Work hours
	 
	 
	 
	 
	40
	 

	Maximum hours available for all study, lectures & assignments/week
	 
	 
	 
	16

	Assume hours/week/course
	Creates opportunity for:
	Hours available per course taken:



	
	
	Number of courses enrolled:
	

	20+
	High Distinction
	 
	 
	
	4
	4.0

	15+
	Credit to Distinction
	 
	 
	 
	3
	5.3

	10 to 12
	Pass
	 
	 
	 
	2
	8.0

	5 to 10
	Fail
	 
	 
	 
	1
	16.0


Table 4:  Time Commitment Calculator (Pitcher & Toft 2005) with example student calculation
The tool was developed to enable students to better understand the link between poor grades and time devoted to their study in post graduate course work programs.  It helps to illustrate the type of demands on their time and where sacrifices / negotiations might be helpful.  The tool also helps students understand what might be a realistic number of courses to enrol in during each term so that they are able to be successful given the demands on their time. This serves as an example of the types of tools that we may need to introduce into work based learning programs to enable appropriate levels of academic rigour whilst maintaining a robust and relevant work learning relationship. Our experience has taught us that the quality of outcomes from carefully crafted learning experiences are very quickly diminished if any of the stakeholders do not fully understand this dynamic as a fundamental constraint on successful partnerships.
Conclusion
While those that seek to broker productive workplace / higher education partnerships are not supported by a well defined nomenclature that is clearly defined and promotes common understanding, it is possible that efforts to further progress these models are being hampered.   We believe there is a real need for this scholarly community to address this issue and discuss whether the terms are useful to our purpose, whether they can be used interchangeably (as would often seem to be the case at present) or whether they are in fact different and require further definition as a related group of terms. As we said from the start, the intent of this paper was to provide a catalyst for discussion on the nomenclature and what might constitute successful work related learning models in higher education. We do not purport to have the magic formula for WIL programs or other partnership models but we thought it was useful to reflect on our experience and share our understanding of some of the issues that we have found to be critical to the success of such partnerships as a further catalyst for discussion. We now hand over the discourse to this community of scholars!
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