European Work Based Learning structure – comments and questions
Deli Salini, Istituto Svizzero di Pedagogia per la Formazione Professionale (Swiss Institute of Pedagogy for Vocational Training) – Italian language section - Lugano. 

An initial general overview of the concepts and practices of WBL confirms that there is interest in the field, precisely because the approach offers: greater integration among different learning environments (formal, informal, non-formal), greater integration of the training organisation with the world of work, more opportunities to implement learning throughout life thanks to promotion of personalised paths, and integration of practices for validation of learning not formalised in three-year study cycles – areas where this type of practice is not normally very common. 
As for comments on the proposed model: I would first like to look at a number of features of the general context of validation in Switzerland, then at the elements of the WBL model, which, in relation to the fields with which I am familiar (vocational training at the secondary level and higher education for vocational training instructors), are already present though not always with the same type of organisation. I will then point out the limitations on opportunities for concrete implementation of WBL practices in Switzerland, and my personal conclusions as to how we might proceed. 
General organisation of approval practices in Switzerland.

Encouraged by the Copenhagen process, efforts are being made in Switzerland as in the rest of Europe to define principles and structures to be used as references for validation of non-formalised learning
. Since 2005 the country has had a nation-wide Validation des Acquis
 platform, promoted by the Federal Office for Training and Technology, with the goal of setting up a Swiss system for recognition and validation of learning acquired in non-formal and informal contexts. Work on this platform has permitted establishment of a path based on four main levels
: 

Information and consultancy: permitting the people involved in the validation process to orient themselves in relation to the possibilities and methods to be implemented. This stage might be entrusted to organisations or institutions concerned with training and orientation and to the professional world. 

Balance: a process in which trainees, possibly supported by consultants and coaches, look over their own learning and recognise and evaluate their own skills to produce a specific file, which also explains the reasons for the particular path taken. 
Assessment: in this process people attempt to obtain accreditation of certain skills and identify any complementary training needed to achieve certification. In this process an official request (canton employment and orientation services, professional organisations and associations, etc.) complete the personal balance sheet with independent assessment attesting to acquisition of specific skills in a given context, establishing links between previously certified skills and the requirements for certification.

Certification: sanctions the conclusion of the validation process (including certification of learning acquired in an informal manner and certification of any complementary education) by issuing a diploma. This stage is performed under the control and responsibility of national institutions issuing diplomas and certificates. 

The platform could also constitute a centre for information and discussion of best practices in this field, encouraging reciprocal presentation of experiences and procedures. Procedures are present in structured form in certain regions of Switzerland more than others (specifically French-speaking Switzerland), while elsewhere we see prudent application of certain practices in contexts other than secondary education. 

We must note, however, that the system is present and is expected to grow almost exclusively in the context of secondary vocational training, particularly for the purpose of obtaining federal skill certification. Its popularity will depend not only on tradition but on the economic strength of different cantons, which may or may not opt to support and implement procedures of this type, normally considered rather expensive. As for other contexts for application of validation procedures in the context of vocational training, there is an important tradition of accreditation in training of adult educators (FSEA) and the possibility of accessing University Vocational Schools on the basis of a dossier (which differs in practice from one school to another). In the “classic” academic context, the only possibility is accessing Geneva University on the basis of a dossier (with characteristics specific to each faculty). 
WBL features already present in a number of Swiss educational programmes
Three-way contract between students, institutions and enterprises or organisations.
This contract is common practice throughout the Swiss vocational training system at the secondary level. The young person undertaking a vocational training programme signs and contract and at the same time benefits from an agreement between his or her employer and the educational institute (in this case a state training institute) which provides formal training. 
At the level of higher education, the same type of contract may be established between the organisation coordinating vocational training schools, the instructors who work there and need to specialise as teachers in schools of this kind and the training institution where instruction is provided (normally the Swiss Institute of Pedagogy for Vocational Training). In the case of Canton Ticino, instructors wishing to specialise as teachers (and be authorised to teach) sign an admissibility agreement for this type of training, which is also signed by their professional supervisor and the person in charge of the training programme required for authorisation, who defines the formal features of the educational programme (the amount of time granted for the programme, how it is to be funded), and at the same time signs a training agreement defining the features of the educational programme itself (accreditation of the previous formal and, in some cases, informal programmes, obligatory and optional units, the programme’s goals). 

In both cases this three-way contract subtends a two-way contract between the educational institution and the sending institution or organisation.

Many of the elements of the three-way contract mentioned for the WBL are also included, to a greater or lesser extent, in Swiss vocational training. Specifically, the goals and limitations of qualification, the role of the training process in the workplace, integration of the role of the schools and that of the enterprise’s own trainers, definition of the goals, content and timing of the study programme, the educational resources available and the students’ rights and duties. As for professional profiles, a process of redefinition of all the professional profiles in various areas is currently underway with the goals of adapting them to the skills in demand on the employment market and updating the corresponding study plans. 
Access to modular training programmes
As the MODULA project demonstrates, a number of educational programmes in Switzerland have undertaken the task of modifying their curricula to implement a modular structure. This clearly facilitates the ability to transfer partial training programmes and mobility among different educational programmes. ISPFP’s new nation-wide study plan for vocational teachers will be organised into units with a value of a 150 hour workload per unit (3 ECTS training credits). Each unit will be defined in terms of the skills the person will have gained upon completion and the amount of time required for attendance and study. 
Reflective practice
In the specific context of teacher training, for both vocational training and other types of schools, greater and greater importance is being assigned to reflective practice. Teachers and trainee teachers are regularly asked to review their professional skills, the way they were built, and the resources they have at their disposal. The proposed meta-reflective practices are based on a number of models for explicitly describing experience and analysing work, focusing on interviews which aim to explore the characteristics of the practices employed, analysis of film segments or writing of texts describing and exploring the practices used (journals, biographical narration, etc). 

After all, in all forms of vocational training, as the concept of skill is introduced as an yardstick for measuring professionalism, practices are being developed aimed at triggering metacognitive processes in trainees. 
Portfolio instruments (variously referred to as training dossiers, skill dossiers, professional books, etc.) are being implemented in a number of different contexts as support for practices of this type. 
Coaching
In the context of vocational training and training of teachers to work in this field, we are also seeing increasing use of the practices of coaching or tutoring in training. The figure of the tutor is emerging in the commercial context above all, promoting greater integration between school and business. 

In the context of teacher training at ISPFP in Lugano, coaching practices are applied in three different forms: 

· information and consulting services regarding educational programmes, 

· in-depth study of the dimensions pertaining to didactics and pedagogy (analysis of different types of training situations, individually or in small groups)

· metareflective study of one’s own learning processes and skills and the resources which have been or are being acquired.  
The trainers who act as coaches are professional educators (pedagogists, psychologists, instructors in the teaching sciences) who base their approach on Schön, Agyris, Vermesch and Kolb.  

These practices are supported by preparation of documents on the programme by the trainee teacher and regular redefinition of the training agreement established at the outset of the programme. 
Additional elements
Other elements inspiring and underlying WBL, such as learning by doing, project learning and action research are well-known and commonly used in both education and research (such as Michel Huberman’s work at Geneva University), though not integrated with a three-way agreement model. 
Feasibility of introducing a WBL system in Switzerland
The above comments indicate, first of all, that Switzerland could be receptive to introduction of WBL practices, though with some important limitations:
Validation practices in higher education
There are no validation practices at the level of higher education in Switzerland beyond the access stage, and these practices are not standardised in terms of tools used (type of dossier to be presented) or assessment criteria (type of criteria for acceptance or rejection of the dossier). 

The VAE platform we have mentioned currently gives priority to action applying to secondary vocational training programmes, and in this context we must act prudently to meet the need for transparency and quality considered indispensable by both educational institutions and professional organisations. Introduction of validation practices in vocational training cycles a the level of higher education is considered premature at the moment. And as for teacher training for vocational teachers, a recent interview cited the goal as interesting but not top priority, considering that the formal curriculum is currently being completely revised. 
Three-way agreement for higher education:

University Vocational Schools currently have no experience in this area, though they are, each in its own vocational context, seeking to build closer links with the world of business (of which I have only limited knowledge which does not permit evaluation). We also need to understand the true costs of this type of education for all partners involved and what the enterprises’ needs are, considering large, medium and small businesses. In the universities, the worlds of education and work appear to be even more clearly separated, even though in some contexts students are asked to undergo on-the-job vocational training. 
Coaching and reflection
As we have said, the development of reflective practice and coaching in higher education is primarily associated with training of teachers of all kinds and at all levels. After all, coaching procedures are very different in different development contexts and depend on the knowledge to be built gradually in each specific practicing community. And these procedures have never been integrated with a validation process, so it is necessary to identify, within the different approaches, shared models for both procedures and criteria permitting assessment of the quality of the action. The fact that WBL practices require reflection combined with research into a project to be implemented introduces additional elements which I believe require further study. For in my opinion, we need to differentiate between different levels of coaching in the programme, the specific activities and tools involved in each programme and the education of those who are trained to act as coaches. 
Assessment for qualification
When certifying learning acquired in non-formal and informal contexts, we must not forget a number of shortcomings of the metareflective practices aimed at identifying people’s skills.  First of all, the highly contextual and partially unexpressed character of learning in non-formal and informal contexts make it difficult to organise standardised assessment procedures, something which could affect the dependability and validity of the practices themselves. In addition to the need to make these procedures systematic and transparent, the methods used must be capable of grasping what is specific to the individual and to the context. Additional elements which add to the complexity of the task are the risk linked with triple transposition of learning based on experience: 

· when identifying skills acquired through experience, there is a risk that skills may be removed from their context, resulting in generic pronunciations.

· when documenting and supporting the skills obtained through experience, there is an element of “staging” the acquired skills  which is highly subjective. 

· it is not always possible to build and define correspondences and adaptations between formal knowledge and knowledge gained through experience, as revealed in the practice of people involved in assessment commissions. 

Conclusion
Generally speaking,  Switzerland does not appear to be ready for introduction of a validation system (of any kind) for educational programmes at the level of higher education, though some elements favouring its application are present. Much attention is focused on validation practices in the world of research, education and work, demonstrating receptiveness to acknowledgement of non-formal and informal learning but also concern about a drop in the quality of educational programmes or emergence of “second category” qualified people.

This leads me to believe that we need to find a niche for experimentation where there is a tradition of openness and experience in a number of areas of WBL. To work within this niche (educator and/or teacher training? Training for certain specific professions? There is clearly a need to analyse demand) we must not only set up a two-way agreement which can later be transformed into a three-way agreement, but also consider integrating it all in a research project permitting monitoring of experience with a scientific approach and leading to conclusions of possible use for promotion of practices of this type in the future. 
On the other hand it is important to develop the education of those who, in university organisations but also in business enterprises, are called on to support coaching, in the perfect awareness that there are still a lot of questions remaining to be answered by research in this area and that there are many different versions of this type of practice. I believe that the European WBL organisation could also do more to clarify the theoretical basis of its coaching practices at different levels, in order to make the tools and procedures used more visible. This should be done not only descriptively, but also in terms of the point of view of the approached used to identify knowledge resulting from non-formal training which is by nature tacit or unexpressed and give it explicit form. 
� I use the term non-formalised learning to include the terms non-formal learning and informal learning. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.validacquis.ch" ��www.validacquis.ch� 


� The terminology used in various stages, and the reference structures, players and methods involved are still being developed by the work team and are therefore subject to change.  
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