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FRAMEWORK FOR THE COMMON EUROPEAN WORK BASED LEARNING PLATFORM
Switzerland: a survey on recognition of Prior Experiential and Workbased learning
The Swiss Vocational Education and Training system 
Switzerland has a training system which is quite similar, in its philosophy and organization, to the German one; both are characterised by a strong link between education and structured learning processes occuring at the workplace. The entire system is heavily geared to the definition of training goals and curricula, to the needs of the economy in general and to the requirement of the employment market. One fundamental pillar of the system - as in Germany - is the provision of vocational training inspired by the principle of alternating formal education (in the classroom) with experience at work (for dual apprenticeships, in upper secondary schools for further training “en emploi”, and even in some Universities).

One characteristic of the system is the complex decision-making process and organization, based on a delicate balance between the prerogatives of Federal decision-making centres (professional regulations, systems of certification) and the ample autonomy of Cantons for the implementation of the educational framework (there is no Swiss Education Ministry). The Federal setup allows an interesting blend of various stimuli from the different languages and cultures of the resident population (with a majority of German speakers - about 70% of the total - which, in turn, is far from homogeneous, with numerous different traditions and social structures according to the different cantons). 

Responsibilities for the educational and professional training sectors can be found at various government levels. The main responsibility for education is with the Cantons. The educational system (and political system as a whole) is characterized by:

- federalism (sovereignty of the cantons);

- decentralized power (importance of local authorities);

- the subsidiarity of state measures (i.e. the principle by which the upper authorities of the Confederation and the cantons legislate and establish regulations and bye-law only where lower organisms are unable to do so);

- (semi-direct) democratic process (popular vote, referenda on a number of issues.

The Cantons have a key role in financing and implementing measures even where it is the Confederation itself which legislates (for example in professional training). Within the cantons, the duties associated with teaching are carried out generally by the Department of Education (under various names), which establishes curricula, official didactic tools and the size of classes. Co-operation between cantons and the co-ordination of schools is a function carried out by the Swiss Conference of Directors of Public Education (CDPE). The CDPE also creates study frameworks and stipulates agreements for the recognition of diplomas and schools. The basis tools of the CDPE are inter-canton agreements and recommendations; however, it can also oblige Cantons to work together on harmonization of the educational system (e.g. in the case of reforms, collaboration in the areas of planning, research and educational statistics). The laws of cantons on schooling include all levels of education, from kindergarten to tertiary education (University or other form of post-secondary school education). Local authorities manage kindergarten, primary schools and secondary schools. They are supported by school commissions (which are responsible for the premises, the purchase of teaching tools, the hiring of teachers - partly - and control functions). Parents sit on the commissions.

Although the educational system is decentralized, the Confederation plays key role in professional training, linked to a centralized qualifications system, which gives the Confederation a key role in University education as well (the Confederation directly manages two federal polytechnics and supervises the entire sector of tertiary education). The Swiss Confederation and Swiss Conference of Cantonal Directors of Public Education (CDPE) jointly manage the High School qualification, required for access to tertiary education (except in a few pilot schemes, such as in Geneva where access is admitted by presentation of an individual dossier).

Switzerland has a student population of about 1.4 million pupils (1.6 if children of kindergarten age are included). Over the last 10/15 years the number of students in higher secondary school training of a general nature has increased, above all since the introduction in the 90s of professional University training (Fachhochschule). As in Germany, professional training is a vital part of secondary school education, with two thirds of the students seeking a diploma, due largely to the German speaking cantons (11,000 of the 25,000 diplomas issued annually are Federal Skills Certificates, i.e. professional qualifications). A further element of the development of public involvement in the educational system, peculiar to Switzerland, is the continual increase of foreign students, which adds multi-cultural complexity to teaching programmes: this trend will continue in all types of schools (foreign students currently amount to around 35% in kindergarten, a little less than 30% at primary and secondary schools and 20% at upper secondary schools after the school-leaving age), despite the fact that the system tends to select students at a very early age on the basis of aptitude, where cultural differences may be a severe handicap, depriving foreign students of the social and linguistic skills required to show aptitude.

Over the past decades, Switzerland has tried to promote access to University training in order to bring the skills of those in future employment up to date with the needs of a modern economy. Currently only 23% of men and 13% of women employed have academic qualifications, figures that are considered to be inadequate for a productive system characterized by sophisticated technology and value-added activities, where conventional basic professional skills and specialist skills obtained at upper secondary school are not sufficient. This process is ongoing and is beginning to bear fruit, but is hard to implement in view of the traditional early selection of students by aptitude, removing many pupils from secondary schools and diplomas giving access to Universities. The basic set-up of division between general education and professional training is one that does not encourage cross-fertilization. A student who starts off on one educational path rarely changes to another. In 2003, out of 41,621 certificates of professional training from tertiary education, as many as 25,591 were students with upper secondary school training backgrounds (professional diplomas, Federal post-diplomas, diplomas as craftsman), against only 9,782 from Universities and 6,050 with diplomas from University professional training courses. 
Switzerland does not yet have a system for compiling educational statistics similar to Eurostat. In the light of the information provided by the Federal Statistics Office, nonetheless, we can establish that Switzerland is more or less in line with the European average in terms of conventional educational parameters.

The number of early school-leavers among the native population are close to the European average - 15% - with some difficulty by students of foreign origin to integrate in upper middle schools and to obtain apprenticeships. The composition of the active population in terms of educational background suffers from the number of foreigners without any kind of qualification, with 14% of men and 24% of women without any post-educational training, despite full integration of professional training certificates in upper secondary schools.

From 1990 to 1999 the expenditure on Swiss education in real terms has grown from 19.2 to 21.3 bn francs. Overall, in 1999, in Switzerland, 5.9% of GDP was spent on education and research (the breakdown of spending is as follows: 7% by the Confederation, 25% by the cantons, 23% by local authorities and the remainder by companies and students families, through the dual apprenticeship system).

The country profile, based on regulations and the statistics available, is as follows:

- a high degree of consensus by social and economic actors in relation to the basis of the system, including school curricula reflecting the needs of the economy and the definition of clear professional standards for nationwide certification, guaranteeing the validity of academic diplomas and professional qualifications, seen as the proof of real skills;

- extreme complexity of the territorial educational and basic training network, focused on the conventional primacy of professional training, scientific and technical/specialist subjects and the vision of learning as a process which presupposes at all stages the integration between practical skills and the knowledge acquired at school;

- a clear tendency by young people to take a greater interest in general education, above all girls and youngsters in Romand cantons and in Italian Switzerland, in the light of the greater access to Universities after the diploma (in line with the Confederation policy of stimulating tertiary education);

- growing concern about the structural limitations of the system, particularly in relation to the updating of the skills of the active population in line with the needs of a modern economy (poor basic skills and general culture of youngsters on apprenticeships, seen for example in the negative results of Swiss students in the PISA study, rigid qualifications for school, a complex professional training system and the very slow growth of the University population…).

In terms of the last of these, apart from the apparent continuity of the system, the Swiss educational system is characterized by a high degree of reforms at all levels, aimed at maintaining the competitiveness of the country and at fostering greater flexibility in the educational system, up to now rather rigid.

Systems for certifying learning and qualifications

After the general features defining the Swiss VET system, one thing to be borne in mind, discussing the possibility to take in account Workbased, informal and non formal, learning in qualification processes, is the complexity of certification systems existing in the country. In general, the system is based on the strong consensus of social and economic actors (who value the certificates) and the coexistence of local and central/government initiatives and responsibilities. The Federal decision-making process and organization is under the umbrella of the Federal Department of Professional Training (art. 19 of the LFP) which guarantees the “professional” value of the diplomas and certificates issued at various levels of the education and training system, on the basis of central assessment – a process which involves the Trade Unions - of profiles and systems for verifying learning (exams). However, some diplomas and certificates are issued (and recognised) only at the canton level.

There are three levels of certification recognised by the Confederation:

Upper secondary school diplomas:

Upper secondary school education is divided into general and professional training cycles. Schools for general training include grammar schools and schools for diplomas. Professional training includes apprenticeships (dual type) and full-time professional training schools. Generally upper secondary school education lasts for 3-4 years. 83% of young Swiss people finish this type o training and obtain:

· a diploma (grammar schools and diploma schools);

· a Federal Vocational Training Certificate (AFC - professional qualification). 
Since the ‘90thies, the system has included the opportunity to obtain the upper school diploma for students with an AFC, after a full-time training course of one year (or an evening course for 5 periods of 6-months, alternating with work) in the same subject as their basic training. This Diploma (Berufsmatura) gives access to tertiary education in the same training area - a University, Federal Polytechnic, specialist school or University professional training school (SUP) - and, in general, any training at secondary school gives access to federal professional exams or upper school exams.

Tertiary training diplomas:

Tertiary training qualifications are generally obtained after two years or work experience (which usually have to be demonstrated), and do not include University courses. Tertiary professional training is carried out in specialist schools, where professional exams are taken to obtain the qualification. At the Confederation level, currently, 70 technical schools and about 30 other schools are recognized. Professional associations are specifically responsible for professional and tertiary school exams and make sure they are carried out properly under the supervision of the Confederation, which approves the exam regulations. To date, there are more than 150 professional and 150 tertiary exams. The latter (exams to become craftsmen) ascertain whether candidates have the right aptitudes, skills and knowledge to run a small business or meet higher employment requirements.

Academic qualifications:

In Switzerland, Universities are divided into two groups: on the one hand Federal Universities and Polytechnics, and on the other professional schools including teacher training institutes. The Confederation is responsible for the two Federal Polytechnics (and other related institutions) in Zurich and Lausanne and for University schools in the technical, economics and Arts sectors. Cantons are responsible for Universities and some University professional schools. Canton Universities are financed by the Confederation. Universities, Polytechnics and University professional schools are working out a reform strategy based on the Bologna Declaration; several, and the two Federal Polytechnics, have already introduced a two-level study system in some Faculties, with Bachelor and Master degrees. 

Continuous training has relations at various levels with the certification system described above. Firstly, professional training programmes and, partly, University training courses, are attended by adults who alternate study with work. These qualifications, and Federal professional diplomas or crafts-man diplomas are provided in the context of specialization. In addition, the Federal law on Professional training (art. 33, replacing and making more flexible the previous article 41) includes a system for providing professional qualifications to adults who have none or ant to obtain a new qualification in a different area of skill. In this way, Federal Skills certificates (professional qualifications) are also provided at the end of continuous training programmes (this aspect is described in depth in the Geneva case study below - an example of recognition of skills for the purposes of providing a professional qualification). In these cases - which include continuous training programmes -participants take a final exam to ensure that the necessary skills have been acquired. Most general and specialist qualifications are given without a final exam or presentation of a diploma, unless the qualification is recognized internationally (e.g. the language certificates of Alliance Française, Cambridge, Perugia, Salamanca Universities, London Chamber of Commerce). Continuous training is now increasingly involved in certification as a means of access to formal training:

· in cases of certificates issued after modular training programmes (a slow but gradually expanding phenomenon at the tertiary level of professional training);
· in cases of certification by means of a training book (FSEA) or via the portfolio system, commonly used for languages (the European language portfolio) or for professional qualifications (CHQ / Swiss Qualifications Book). Numerous schools in the commercial, language, management, healthcare and social services sectors issue certificates or “diplomas” (there is no protection of the name in Switzerland) which, however, are not recognized at the Confederation level (although individual cantons may recognize them, on the basis of local bye-laws).

“Alternative” systems for certifying skills and qualification procedures: towards a nationwide system?

As we have already shown, in Switzerland there is a solid and shared formal skills certification culture via the definition of professional standards and examinations to be taken to obtain the qualification (Federal regulations). Professional requirements are used in a complex system of certificates and diplomas issued on proof of professional skills. The qualification is generally given on the basis of certificates and diplomas, and the testing of theoretical and practical knowledge and skills as demonstrated during the examination (Prüfung) which takes place at the end of the basic or continuous training period, usually alternating with work, or at the end of an alternative route for the qualification procedure, including the recognition of experiential credits (AFC is the lower level of a hierarchy leading up to academic qualifications - there are a large number of branches to this tree).
It goes without saying that the dominant concept of skill in Switzerland presupposes a close relationship and interplay between formal training and informal/non-formal learning, based on theoretical knowledge and practical skills, both of which are required for professional performance. This vision, today, is further complicated by the increasing attention given in professional circles to multi-disciplinary skills (Schlusselqualifikationen, Compétences clé), where skills are seen as being based on aptitudes and behaviour (personal, social, in terms of relations) which may be acquired through professional and life experience and fostered by a broad general education and cultural background. This new vision has called into question training systems based on narrow criteria and specialist skills, in favour of a good general education upon which specific skills can be built throughout a lifetime.

Very little is said - and only then in very narrow circles - about informal and non-formal learning although both are present in the basic and continuous training systems in Switzerland. Nonetheless, the attention to complex processes of skills acquisition grew up during the last decade, fostering experimental schemes for the certification of professional skills acquired in informal and non-formal learning situations, previously not included in the rather rigid definition of professional skills, and as an attempt to promote access to adult continuous training programmes without formal qualifications.

Qualification Plus: the pioneristic example of Geneva Canton

The most important and comprehensive example of the above mentioned schemes, is provided by Geneva Canton “validation” system. The procedures adopted in Geneva could be considered “pioneristic” since they are based on cantonal regulations, introduced before the current Federal Law. The Qualification Plus framework continues the pilot scheme Qualification 41 and was introduced by the Canton of Geneva by implementation of the Law on carriers advisories, training and youth employment (art. 103b). It is the most highly structured application of Validation des Acquis in Switzerland, whose philosophy is shared by the Association Valida, created, after approval of the new Federal Law, to promote the extension of VAE throughout the country. The Qualification Plus framework is also based on the financial and operational provisions of the Canton Law on Continuous Training (1.1.2001) and the regulations implementing the law. 
The Law aims to apply federal regulations, authorizing cantons to use a series of tools (art. 3):

L’Etat encourage la training continue :

a) par l’aide aux personnes sous forme d’exonération de taxes, d’allocations, de prêts, de remboursement de frais et subsides;

b) par des chèques annuels de training continue;

c) par des subventions à des actions de training dispensée dans le cadre d’institutions de training à but non lucratif;

d) par des actions de promotion et l’encouragement à tout établissement d’enseignement public à ouvrir ces trainings aux adultes actifs professionnellement ou à la recherche d’un emploi;

e) par un encouragement aux partenaires sociaux à convenir de congés payés, permettant aux salariés de participer à la training continue pendant les jours ouvrables;

f ) par le développement de training pour formateurs d’adultes.
Point b) is particularly important, since it is basis for funding the recognition of skills. In addition, the law (art. 6) establishes the relation between the modular certification system adopted by the canton and the federal system for the issue of qualifications:

L’Etat institue un système de certification de la training continue par unités capitalisables qui conduit dans la règle à l’obtention d’un titre officiel.

Qualification Plus is therefore based on a number of legal pillars, which express its fundamental approach:

· adults have the right to recognition of their experience and skills, and the recognition and validation procedure of experiential skill is an integral part of the continuous training system, because they provide access to “non qualified” people to qualification and training opportunities;

· access to the continuous training of adults is financially supported by the state (this is not the case elsewhere in the country, where the view is that individuals are responsible for their own training);

· within the Confederation framework, as the body responsible for professional certification, the Canton may set up qualification systems and issue certificates and prepare candidates for access to a qualification recognised by the Confederation.

The Qualification Plus framework enables people to gain recognition for their experience and skills for the purposes of:

· obtaining certification at the Cantonal level (cantonal certificates of qualification - A1, for professions not regulated at the federal level, and Certificates relating to key skills, A2);

· gaining access to exams for the issue of a Federal Certificate of Professional Skill (officially recognized diploma or qualification issued after a period of work placement in the chosen profession).

Unlike the French VAE system (upon which it is based), this framework has limited range. The programme varies in the two cases (it is described in detail in documents made available on the web. 
For certification by cantons (A1 and A2) the procedure has 4 steps:

1) Preliminary careers advisory. (Meeting with an export of Qualification Plus): this meeting has the purpose of verifying if the individual project corresponds to the given procedure in the canton, and the skills the candidate wishes to certify are examined in the light of his/her career plan; the

next stage is also discussed;

2) Start-up of the procedure - balance. The candidate is invited to the Balance Centre of the Geneva Canton (CEBIG) and the certification procedure begins. At the CEBIG the candidate is asked to identify a balances series of professional skills and other key skills (compétences clé), on the basis of the kind of certification he/she is seeking (professional -for key skills);

3) Validation test. (Meeting / observation in the presence of independent experts). According to the certification being sought, independent specialists assess skills using tools which vary from sector to sector. They include:

• test;

• observation in real situations;

• visits to the company;

• analysis of documents and evidence of skills produced by the candidate;

• work placements.

In this way, the certificate issued is evidence of knowledge and skills actually possessed, whether these are complete or partial. An interesting new method is used for the validation of experiential skills, via the simulation of typical situations where certain skills are required;

4) Issue of certificates by the canton. The Canton Department of Careers Advice and Professional Training issues the candidate with a certificate on the basis of the results of validation tests and other assessments of skills, and the certificate has local validity or may be used as a training credit (art. 6 of the Canton Law) for the development of further skills and procedures which, in turn, may be certified until a Federal certificate can be obtained. 
In the case of validation for the purposes of obtaining a Federal Certificate of Skills (professional qualification recognised at the Federal level and regulated by Federal laws), the Qualification Plus framework is a start along a long and complex route.  
The process of validation for the AFC award (by far the most common in Geneva after the pilot phase in 2001) includes 4 stages, similar to those described above:

1) Careers advisory and training plan (meeting with a specialist of Qualification Plus at the Careers Advisory). The meeting clarifies all the steps required to reach the AFC diploma, focusing on real motivations, aptitudes and experience; the following steps are also discussed, with the institutions and people the candidate will come into contact with, the documents he/she will be required to produce and other evidence, etc. Q+ specialists follow the candidate throughout the process (accompaniment);

2) Recognition of skills (Personal and professional balance of skills). The Balance for the Validation procedure is one of the services provided by CEBIG. This balance allows candidates to ascertain the skills they already possess and to identify the further skills required (the Geneva procedure has a strong leaning towards training and aims to consolidate skills and establish new ones which are certified at the end of the process). The first phase involves recognition of the skills of the candidate, based on his/her ability to verbalize them and on the reconstruction of professional experience and experience from other fields - their nature and level – compared to the requirements laid down in the apprenticeship requirements for the profession. A written report is drawn up, following the opinion of experts, to provide the candidate with feed-back about his/her knowledge and professional skills, both those acquired and those still to acquire, recommending further training where necessary;

3) Validation. A commission of experts assesses the candidate’s skills. This represents the second phase in the process: the final balance report and the individual dossier, drawn up during the previous phase, are examined by a commission of experts appointed by the State and professional associations.
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Validation takes place using three methods, as follows:

- Interview to assess the candidate and his/her training;
- simulation of a situation requiring the demonstration of a number of skills;

- observation in real working conditions.

When providing feed-back, the Commission expresses its opinion about whether the required skill shave been learnt (skills requiring both specific and general knowledge and cultural awareness) and specifies the further training steps required. The canton issues a certificate. Candidates take the recommended courses to obtain the AFC or go directly to the final assessment of the Certification Commission (see phase 4);

4) Certification (issue of the AFC). The Examinations Commission appointed by the Canton issues the certificate on the basis of Federal laws. If the candidate has partial certificates of skill completing those required for the AFC, the certification dossier may be submitted to the Commission and the examination of the dossier may lead to the qualification, after verifying the skills. In practice, this does not happen often, since candidates rarely are able or ask to demonstrate skills acquired previously or elsewhere. The Qualification Plus framework is more useful, in practical terms, to identify the further skills and training the candidate requires: formal courses, work placements with accompaniment or other learning tools. After training, when he/she feels ready, the candidate takes the final examination based solely on the skills acquired since the recommendations of the Commission.

In the Qualification Plus scheme, the procedure is managed publicly by facilities including the Canton Careers Advisory (OOFP) and the CEBIG; indirectly, in order to foster access to continuous training, the scheme has involved a number of training organizations, schools and public and private service providers in specialist courses. These organizations are recognized in the canton of Geneva within the framework of continuous training programmes.

The two sides of industry, particularly employers associations, have been involved in certification (appointment of experts, discussion of individual schemes and overall systems). The University of Geneva (Faculty of Educational Psychology and Science - Prof. Alberto Munari). The Qualification Plus scheme - implemented in the canton of Geneva - has an important experimental element (later enshrined in the new Federal law), influenced by French policies (i.e. VAE) and by a government which is more active in the areas of employment and training policy than the Swiss government.

The key points of the system are maintained: the role of the Confederation in regulating professional training and certification, the role of Cantons, which guarantee their implementation. Both are called upon (by the new law) to stimulate social dialogue (the principle of co-operation between State and employment organizations, introduced in article 1 of the law) both at the regulatory phase (currently negotiations are a little bogged down in rewriting professional regulations), and for monitoring the system.
Enlarging experimentations: the example of Ticino Canton
Following the above mentioned example of Geneva, that has inspired during the recent years also other local experiments in the field of recognition and validation (above all in French speaking Swiss Cantons), the new Federal Law on Professional training (LFPr 1 January 2004) allowed the Cantons to regulate “alternative” qualifications systems in addition to the conventional formal training set-up. The Federal Act states (art. 9) “Professional experience or experience gained elsewhere and specialist or general training gained outside the customary training cycles shall be properly recognized”. In addition articles 17 (regulating the startup of non-formal learning programmes), 33 and 34, referring to the qualification procedure (allowing qualifications to be gained after formal examination or equivalent procedure) provide further conditions. These measures are enshrined in the Federal OFPr framework (Applying Regulations); see in particular art. 4 - Validating previous training performance, which states:

“The decision to validate prior performance is the responsibility of:

a) canton authorities where the professional company-based training cycle is reduced;

b) individual authorities where other individual training cycles are reduced;

c) relevant authorities where the prior experience is used as access to a qualification procedure.

Cantons provide consultancy services in order to help candidates collect the evidence of qualifications obtained outside normal training cycles through professional experience or experience elsewhere. This evidence is used to validate skills (or not), as per item 1 above. Consultancy services co-operate with organizations in the world of work and involve external specialists.”

Articles 30, 31 and 32 of the OFPr state that a professional training qualification may be obtained by examination or by equivalent procedure, including the validation of experiential skills, where local authorities (Cantons) may choose to use this method and, if so, regulate the procedure. 

Applying the new law, updating its own legislation, also Ticino Canton has promoted, in 2005, the Institution of a Cantonal Service for the Assessment and Certification of Competences (provisionally named “SeBIC – Servizio di Bilancio e Certificazione delle Competenze), whose implementation is in the start-up phase, following the road open by Platform VA experimentation (see next chapter). The example of Ticino Canton is interesting because local Authorities have decided to avoid the risk to promote an additional “experimentation” not coordinated with the decision making processes occuring at the national level. Rather they have decided to participate actively to the definition of the national framework, involving social partners and actors at the local level, supporting however pilot projects aiming at designing and testing instruments and procedures needed to peform the different phases of a “validation” procedure, carefully considering also the transnational dimension of recognitio (it has been for instance the case for pilot projects promoted in the framework of Interreg Italy – Switzerland Program, such as ACTA and COGITO in industrial and building sector).
The new Cantonal service has been instituted by a Cantonal Act, updating local legislation (Lorform) to the framework established by the Federal Act, treat in force in January 2004. According to the Cantonal Act, the new service will be operated in cooperation between the Cantonal Department for Vocational Training (Divisione della Formazione Professionale) and the Guidance and Orientiering Cantonal Office (UOSP – Ufficio dell’orientamento scolastico e professionale). Tasks and organisation of the Service has been originally designed according to the suggestions emerging from Geneva experiences, as formalised by the Valida Associations with particular reference to the fundamental steps of an assessment and certification procedure. 
Information and animation activities has been conceived as the first phase of the process, according to the idea that access to the procedure has to be promoted and supported in a proper way (as it was, in the case of former art. 41 of the Federal law) in order to avoid selective effects penalising law skilled and less educated people. This phase should involve both Cantonal service and other NGOs or stakeholders of the system, allowing a wider promotion of alternative qualification procedures.

The second step has been designed according to a typical “bilan de compétences” procedure, based on the individual recognition of competences (including a self-assessment phase). Also this phase should be managed in cooperation between cantonal services and accredited consultancy and training bodies, mainly looking to the Centres promoted by professional associations and trade unions.
After the “bilan”, actually resulting in an individual dossier providing evidences of the achieved competences, to be evaluated by an expert, the third step has been planned as the crucial phase of the whole procedure. Originally named “validation process” (convalida), this phase has been designed around some core decisions: 

· it should include the compulsory assessment of the coherence between individual competences and reference “profiles” defined by professional regulations (implying of course the definition of these profiles, yet lacking in many Federal regulations);
· it should be made under the responsability of the same experts involved in “ordinary” examination procedures foreseen by the law, but using an adequate approach; “assessment” attitudes of the experts should therefore be enhanced considering the particular context of a “validation” procedure involving adult workers, taking in account informal and non formal learning outcomes.
A certain flexibility characterises on the opposite many other important aspects of the procedure, both considering the methodologies and the tools that could be used to assess the competences (according to the features of professional profiles to be evaluated) and looking to the form of the assessment (that could include the appreciation of the dossier through an interview, integrated by tests, simulations or observations in actual working environments).

After the above mentioned assessment phase, at the end of which the experts are expected to deliver a global or partial “validation” report, the last phase of the procedure has been designed, as in Geneva and in the other cantonal experiments, as the final formal certification step, involving the “judgment” of the Cantonal Commission responsible for the delivering of any Vocational Training Certificate (admitting in this case both the delivery of the Qualification as a whole or of a Certification concerning single competences, intended as a “credit” to be spent entering a formal qualification procedure, supported by additional training and examinations.
After the institution of SeBIC, actually involved in promoting adult qualification opportunities according to art. 33 of the Federal Act, Ticino Canton has decided to suspend the implementation of the procedure, supporting instead with expertise and ideas, the process launched by the Federal Office for Vocational Training (BBT) in order to define national Guide Lines in the field of alternative qualification procedures.
The Platform Validation des Acquis – establishing some key features
Following the approval of the new federal law on Professional Training, both considering the pionieristic example of Geneva and other experimental schemes promoted by Associations (such as Valida (www.valida.ch), CHQ or Effe – Espace Femme Formation Emploi) and by a limited number of Cantons, a nationwide Platform, aiming at coordinating different efforts, has been established in 2005 by the Confederation (www.validacquis.ch). The Platform is open to representatives of bodies, institutions and professional associations active in the continuous training field. 
The Platform Validation des Acquis – membership and structure
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The final aim is the development of a Swiss system for recognition and validation of learning (Bildungsleistungen / Lernleistungen) acquired in non-formal and informal contexts, in cooperation with all the actors involved in the field.  So we should say that, encouraged by the Copenhagen process, efforts are being made also in Switzerland - as in the rest of Europe - to define principles and structures to be used as references for validation of non-formalised learning
. 
More in general the Platform works, based on exchanges and technical indeepenings on behalf of a restricted group of experts, are expected to produce:
· a comprehensive, nation wide system, including standards and procedures

· a shared glossary

· guide lines for the training and certification of trainers and assessors involved in the system.

At the moment the system proposed by the Platform (that should be released for consultation in Autumn 2006, allowing the start-up of an experimental phase of 3 years in a limited number of sectors and professional branches) is based on a path articulated on four main levels
: 
1) Information and consultancy (Accompagnement / Begleitung): 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. 
2) Bilan (de Compétences): 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. 

3) Assessment (Evaluation): 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.
4) 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. 

During the experimental phase, the Platform will also constitute a centre for monitoring and evaluation, according to Quality standards already defined. It will provide the participants and a wider audience of interested people with information concerning best practices in this field, encouraging reciprocal presentation of experiences and procedures. 

The Platform Validation des Acquis – provisional steps of the procedure
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It’s difficult to predict to which extent the procedures defined by the Platform could diffuse in Switzerland during the next years. First of all we should consider that only when the social partners, at the national level, would formally agree on the experimentations, pilot projects and initiatives could be developed at the cantonal or sectoral level. Then the popularity of the system will also depend by traditions, policy orientation and economic strength of different cantons, which may or may not opt to support and implement procedures of this type, normally considered rather expensive. The system will probably go further on in French Swiss Cantons, and it also could take off in Ticino; less probably in German speaking Cantons, with some territorial and sectoral exceptions.
Perspectives for a Workbased Learning approach in Swiss VET landscape 

Four statements, on which we would focus our comments, characterise Workbased learning (WBL) approach according to the Dewblam Project Platform:

· the acknowledgement of the central role played by learning occuring at, through and for work;

· the idea that all learning modalities – formal, non formal and informal – should be taken in due account in Higher Education, not only to determine the possession of the requirements needed to enter academic courses but also in istructional design and in the delivery of a certification;

· the emphasis put on the flexibilisation of learning paths, pursued combining blended learning approaches and WBL, in the framework of a trilateral learning agreement involving learners, organisations and training institutions;

· last but not least the key function assigned to reflective practices in learning, since we can say that the second fundamental pillar of the model is represented by reflection and modelisation activities that the learners should be able to realise in order to successfully transform working experience in learning.

All these elements recall innovations and experiences developed also in Switzerland during the last decades, at least separately one from each other, and at different levels than in Higher Education.  In spite of the obstacles hampering the adoption of a comprehensive Validation system, Workbased learning features are for instance already present in a number of Swiss educational programmes. We would like to mention some of them 
:
“Trilateral” 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 learning practices
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. 

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. For what concerns accreditation we should finally mention that a growing number of further training programmes, according to modular regulations, admit the possibility of an “equivalence assessment” of prior experiential and/or formal learning, in order to achieve partial qualifications: is this the case of the adult trainers modular training pathway (managed by FSEA), or of the Intercultural Interpreters certification. The possibility of accessing University Vocational Schools on the basis of a dossier (which differs in practice from one school to another) is also admitted, while 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 schemes could on the other hand answer to the growing demand of firms and working organisations to play a central role in competences building and in further education, and at the same time could give a proper and flexible solution to the strong demand of acknowledgement of their learning biographies outcomes, coming from the workers. WBL schemes could contribute, on the other side, to the innovation and enhancement of the traditional relationship existing in Switzerland between the VET istitutions and the enterprises (moving from initial training to lifelong learning). The basis is of course represented by the dual apprenticeship model, but we should bear in mind that in Switzerland also further training leading to professional exams adopts schemes combining working experience and formal training, while in many academic paths the students are obliged to spend a semester or more in a working experience. In a certain sense we would affirm that Swiss educational system intended as a whole could be retained as “genetically” open to the systematic introduction of WBL.
What hampers the introduction of Workbased Learning in Tertiary Education 

We should however bear in mind some difficulties embedded in the characteristics of the model, considering the Higher Education scenario in Switzerland. We can easily provide some evidences concerning obstacles and gearing elements 
:

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. 

“Trilateral” agreements 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. 

Some conditions seems us to be required for the application of WBL in a wider scale in Swiss Higher Education:

· WBL implies a strong and stable partnership between educational bodies and enterprises; this partnership is now weaker in Switzerland, if compared to the past, also in initial training (see the lack of apprenticeship opportunities), and is still under construction considering Higher Education; Universities don’t use to involve in an organic way the firms in learning design or management, even if more advanced seems to us the collaboration between Fachochschulen (vocational tertiary sector) and working organisations (fostered for instance by the applied research schemes promoted by the Confederation, such as KTI)

· Another obstacle is provided, in the same direction, by the growing importance of SMEs, almost in the innovative sectors, in the economic landscape of Switzerland; the fragmentation and heavy specialisation of these firms hampers the achievement of all the conditions needed to perform WBL: significative project work opportunities, effective learning design and above all coaching and tutoring facilities provided by the firms 
;
· Finally WBL, as we have already said, implies the consideration of all learning experiences in order to admit the students to an Higher Education course, but also to deliver credits and build up an individualised learning path; even from this point of view we could admit that only a few number of universities (above all in romandie) have already adopted in Switzerland recruiting procedures based on a flexible recognition of prior learning and experiential learning (where the admission is decided through the analysis of an individual dossier), while the individualisation of learning agreements is only at its beginnings as a praxis; we can however say that from this last point of view we are moving in the right direction, and that at least in the middle term these braking factors could be removed.
Final considerations: opportunities and obstacles on the way to Workbased learning
Considering the features of a WBL approach, we would expose some final remarks, pointing out some suggestions usefull to imagine a local experimentation of the model:

· many aspects of the WBL programme (such as Learning Review, Learning Agreements, Modularisation, and so on) have been already piloted in Switzerland above all in the framework of training of adult trainers, a system well established since 1999 at the Federal level, consisting in a fully modularised training path implying a strict relationship between working experience and formal training;

· In the same area, many training institutions, that are for instance members of the SVEB, Swiss Continuous Training Federation, used Project work to enhance and assess (in a formative and summative way) learning; adopting this perspective they have tested the use of coherent Learning Tools and supports, aiming at coaching people in reflective learning and self-assessment, 

· Finally the whole system foresees different certification paths, always including the possibility to assess and recognise prior learning (APL) and prior experiential learning (APEL) not only in the admission phase but also to deliver certificates and credits.

The system is now in a dynamic phase, leading to the definition – jointy promoted by SVEB and SVBA (Federation of Trainers working in enterprises), on behalf of the federal authorities - of an advanced level of certification (Ausbildungsleiter/in), conceived as a Federal Diploma (the highest degree in vocational training pathway), and very close in its concept to Higher Education. This training path will open the door to academic paths and degrees to all the people who doesn’t own a specific entitlement, and will be typically organised by tertiary education institutions, such as Fachochschulen or the Federal Institute for Pedagogy in Vocational Education (SIBP- ISPFP). We think that in this framework could be easily found a place to test more in deep the potentialities of a WBL approach.

Partially the same we can say looking to the new ICT vocational training system, that is now in the implementation phase in Switzerland (www.i-ch.ch) . A fully modularised path leads from initial training to further education (Federal Diploma). All the system is strictly oriented to working processes in its design, and it is based on the alternance between short formal instruction modules and the development of working experiences, organised according to project work modalities. It remains, however, more linked to a typical vocational education environment than the previous one, and from this point of view probably less usefull to test how WBL could work if applied to Higher Education, rather than Vocational training.

Finally we would like to add something concerning the interlaces existing between the efforts made by Higher Education to foster entrepreneurial innovation, and the growing needs of the firms to cope in a better way with Knowledge Management (KM) problems, according to the Learning Organisation model. Different practices carried out in Switzerland allows us to focus some key features and problems suggesting that a WBL model, if we will be able to contextualise and manage it as a component of an organisational learning process, could fit very well the needs of local enterprises, particularely of the SMEs, in the field of innovation and competition in a globalised and unstable environment. At least 2/3 of Swiss companies recognise nowadays the importance to adopt specific KM strategies and tools. More than 60% of the firms involved in a periodical review of innovation experiences in Switzerland have invested in this field during the last years (Umfrage KM in der Praxis – Erfahrungen und Trends, KnowledgeBridge consulting, 2000 - 2002).
KM efforts have been however adressed in Switzerland much more to the introduction of softwares and tools allowing to collect, treat and manage information, than to issues related to cultural and dimensional wedlocks hampering the diffusion of networking and KM practices, above all in SMEs. The limited attention payed to the cultural issues related to KM resulted in poor and uncertain returns on investments realised in this field. We are convinced that the diffusion of WBL practices in Higher Education could represent a powerfull factor to integrate learning processes innovation at the individual and entrepreneurial level, allowing at the same time a transparent acknowledgement of what people learns at the workplace and the explicitation of tacit and implicit knowledge embedded in organisational systems 
.
Bilan de Compétences








� We use the term non-formalised learning to include the terms non-formal learning and informal learning. 


� 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.  


� See Salini D., European Work Based Learning structure – comments and questions, Swiss Institute of Pedagogy for Vocational Training) – Italian language section – Lugano, Dewblam Project, 2006. 





� Salini D, quoted, 2006


� This obstacle, and some possible solutions, have been very well highlighted by the interesting experience of WBL realised in Germany in the framework of ICT specialists further education, at the basis of AITTS (Advanced Information Technologies Training System) model; see � HYPERLINK "http://www.apo-it.de" ��www.apo-it.de�. It’s also available on the same issue our comparative analysis between german and swiss training system in the sector, developed in the framework of Project Leonardo GOCET, edited in english in the proceedings of the International Conference, What a Difference a Pedagogy Makes, Stirling University - 24th – 26th June 2005





� Two projects, promoted in the framework of Leonardo Programme (Project COSA, involving ECAP), and by the federal authorities (Project GECO, lead by ISPFP), could represent an interesting field to exploit potentialities and conditions that should be implemented to apply WBL schemes in Knowledge Management practices:


Project COSA aims at developing a Knowledge Management Audit (KMA) model, supported by a tutorial software able to assist and stimulate the entrepreneur to check up strategical assetts of the firm, considering market positioning, innovation needs, human resources development at the workplace; it represent a good example of how a reflective “organisational” learning pathway, usefull also to detect training needs and design learning at the workplace;


Project GECO aims at analysing in a close way strategical assetts of the firms, to highlight the importance of coaching and tutoring functions, in the implementation of Knowledge and Human Resources Management in the enterprises.








