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FRAMEWORK FOR THE COMMON EUROPEAN WORK BASED LEARNING PLATFORM
(COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS by Furio Bednarz – ECAP Institution)
FOREWORD

This short document aims at providing the project coordinator “E-Form” with some comments and suggestions concerning the Platform elaborated by Dewblam Project partnership, in order to foster the diffusion of Work Based Learning (WBL) practices in Higher Education at the European level.

The reference document clearly defines what WBL is, establishing the key elements of this innovative approach, related to a constructivist “vision” of learning. Four statements, on which we would focus our comments, characterise the model:

· 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. So, in spite of the obstacles already existing to imagine a wide scale application of WBL schemes in our country, the Framework Platform represents a usefull document showing how some of the above mentioned innovations could be integrated in a clever way in the next future. Following this perspective, we would like to suggest some possible paths that could be exploited according to the Platform statements, sensibilising all the different stakeholders of the system.
GENERAL REMARKS

In general we can say that it’s easy to share many of the statements reported by the Framework Platform, both considering methodological issues and the adequacy of the proposal with respect to the needs emerging at societal and economic level. WBL schemes could answer to the growing demand of firms and working organisations to play a central role in competencies 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 our educational system could be retained as “genetically” open to the systematic introduction of WBL also in Higher Education.
Nevertheless we should bear in mind some difficulties embedded in the characteristics of the model, considering the actual Higher Education scenario in Switzerland, and we should highlight some conditions required for the application of WBL:

· 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.
SOME SUGGESTIONS
Considering WBL programme and its articulation (see chapter 5 of the reference document), we would make some 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 (of FSEA), 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 FSEA, Swiss Federation for Adult Learning, 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 
.



















































































































































� 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.








