






































































































































































































































































































Table No. 5.4 

The sources of industry clients 

Source of industry Characteristic Nature Discipline/s 
client 
Alumni Relational Past student now based Business 

in industry contacts Built Environment 
either a Engineering, 
SchooV1)epartmentor Science 
a former lecturer 

Cold call from Reputational Indirectly industry has Business 
company heard of a School or an Engineering 

individual lecturer 
Full-time lecturer Relational Through networking Engineering 

of full-time academic Science 
staff 

Part-time lecturers Relational Part-time lecturers Science 
who work full-time refer 
in industry company/introduce 

company to Institute 
Institute responds Proactive and also School proposes an Business 
to a policy possibly reputational educational response to 
document in the a policy document 
public domain resulting in an 

educational initiati ve 
being announced via 
competitive public 
tender which School 
won 

Establishment of an Proactive and then School establishes an Science 
Industry Steering also relationall industry Steering 
Group in respect of reputational Group for development 
new Programme of an on-campus 
Development programme resulting 

both in a new on-
campus programme 
and subsequently one 
industry client 
requesting in-company 
deli very of the 
programme. 

Marketing Proactive Advertising in Engineering 
TradeIProfessional Science 
Journals 
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WBL Leaders are aware engagement with industry is mainly reactive rather 

than as a result of a proactive and/or focussed strategy: 

No they (that is industry) come to us with an idea that they want 
something and of course they have a bottom line as to what they 
want but they don't know what we can deliver. It's one of our 
failings as a Department is that we haven't fully sold our wares if 
you like outside and we're getting better at that but generally you 
will find that the person who has come to us, in many, many cases, 
somebody that's been a student with us ten years ago or fifteen 
years ago and remembers that back there in ... and they will link 
up with either by cold calling into the Head of Department or may 
be a lecturer that they've known back in those times and it is those 
links that allows us develop. (WBL Leader, Engineering) 

WBL Leaders also referred to having industry representatives on panels or 

committees associated with their SchoollDepartment such as validation 

panels and advisory boards. Industry representatives on these panels and 

committees not only contribute to the development of the curriculum but 

also enhance the reputation of their SchoollDepartment. However it is 

evident that while the contribution and support of industry is considered 

important there is an absence of a strategic approach to attracting industry 

clients. Any marketing undertaken is ad hoc and fragmented. The WBL 

Leader, as quoted above, reported industry may be unfamiliar with the 

range of programmes which their School offers. Another WBL Leader 

(Business) outlined how when his School decided to proactively respond 

to a government commissioned report by way of a submission, the School 

was subsequently successful in a competitive tender process which had 

been initiated as a result of the School's submission. 
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Questions over the adequacy of resources to enable a strategic approach to 
engagement with industry and the likelihood of their provision 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners are, as evidenced by their 

long engagement with industry, committed to the activity. They are 

aware that much of it is dependent on the reputation of their 

SchoollDepartment and existing relationships with industry: 

You do use a lot of personal contacts and maybe that's the way we 
have to continue doing these things but I think from a marketing 
perspective certainly ... we need to get our act together. (WBL 
Leader, Science) 

The above WBL Leader (Science) also said he believes the Institute needs 

to develop a "coherent strategy in terms of how we actually externally 

involve with industry". Several WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners indicated they do not have sufficient time themselves or 

resources to 'ferret' out new company clients. 

While to date, by virtue of reputation and relationships, Schools have 

successfully attracted industry clients a more proactive approach to 

attracting industry clients might offer additional and more focussed 

opportunities. Enacting a strategic approach to WBL will require 

additional resources. However, these may be difficult to obtain as due to 

the recession higher education generally is confronting increasing 

demands on reducing resources. 
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5.4.2 WBL Academic Practitioners' engagement with industry 
described as a 'voluntary' or 'goodwill' activity and the challenges 
for WBL Leaders of having access to sufficient academic 'capacity' 
and 'competence' to provide WBL programmes to industry 

This section presents and analyses the findings in respect of how WBL 

Academic Practitioners became involved in WBL curriculum development 

and delivery with industry. It also outlines the challenge WBL Leaders 

confront in having access to adequate academic resources to develop and 

deliver WBL programmes. 

The words 'voluntary' and 'goodwill' were used by both WBL Leaders and 

Academic Practitioners to describe academic involvement in WBL 

programmes with industry. WBL Academic Practitioners indicated their 

involvement in WBL programmes with industry is voluntary. Many of the 

WBL Academic participants have established a professional profile in 

industry and act as points of contact when referrals from industry are made to 

the Institute. All of the participants presented as willing to participate in 

WBL in industry and a few had actively asked their SchooVDepartment to get 

involved. One WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) outlined how when 

they initially got involved in working on a WBL programme they had 

received support and encouragement from an experienced Head of School 

who informally mentored them. 

WBL Leaders outlined how they believe not all members of the academic 

community are suited to working with an industry client. WBL Leaders and 

Academic Practitioners directly and indirectly outlined the criteria which they 

believe academic staff needs to possess in order to successfully engage with 
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both employer representatives and student employees. These criteria are 

discussed in Chapter 6 which looks at what happens when industry 

representatives and academic personnel collaborate on curriculum 

development and delivery. Some WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners 

believe the Institute's recruitment policy has shifted from recruiting 

experienced industry practitioners to recruiting 'career academics': 

And this notion of being connected with industry that is a very 
interesting one. The best way of being connected with industry 
often is to have worked in industry and to have connections in 
industry. Of course our recruitment model now is biased against 
that. It used to be when I came in here it was a requirement that you 
had to have spent three years working in industry, not in academia 
but in industry, you had to have spent three years post qualification 
in some industry before you came in to lecture ... But we're not 
closely allied to industry as much as we were in the past, we're 
moving away from it, we're becoming like a traditional university 
which effectively recruits academics and rather than taking people 
with experience in industry and converting them into academics, 
we're recruiting people who are career academics and that's a big 
issue. (WBL Leader, Built Environment) 

We had a rule .... to teach in many areas you had to have three 
years industry experience. I would reintroduce . (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Business) 

According to the Head of the Institute, the Institute's recruitment policy has 

not changed but a change in the 'qualifications demographic' has resulted in 

an increase in the number of applicants possessing doctorates. The Head of 

the Institute outlined how prior to the recession it had been difficult to attract 

industry applicants as most of the academic appointments are made at the 

level of Assistant Lecturer and for many potential industry applicants the 

salary attaching to this grade would be unattractive: 
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The effect of that when you actually look at the mechanics of the 
recruitment process is those people have got broadly similar 
industrial experience and yet one is better qualified with a PhD and 
obviously they then, you know people who are unsuccessful saying 
well that's because they have a research background in fact it's not, 
it's got to be their educational attainment you know so, so there's 
not a policy but I think there is a shift in the qualification 
demographics in those applying to us and so you employ from a 
demographic in recruitment. So there's been a demographic shift 
out there and people are better qualified, better research record but 
can demonstrate comparable industry experience or may be 
occasionally slightly less but they make up in the other categories, 
they're more likely to get appointed. So I think it's more a change 
in the demographics of people bringing themselves forward for 
academic appointments rather than a preference on the Institute's 
part for those with industrial experience. I should say there's 
another little twist in this one as well and that is most of the 
appointments we make are at the AL level you know entry level 
appointments and that kind of stuff you know. Historically, it's 
changing now with the recession and other things, but historically 
you know you wouldn't have got people from industry because they 
would have been earning a lot more from that point on the scale so 
it wouldn't have been attractive to people to come in particularly 
with substantial industrial experience. (Head of the Institute) 

The Institute's Head of Human Resources said decisions surrounding the 

appointment of academic staff are made by the academic community and the 

role of the Institute's Human Resources Unit is to support the recruitment and 

selection process. The Head of Human Resources said within the Institute 

there is perhaps: 

a greater sense of recognising that the role of the academic is 
more than just teaching and there is a sense in which other skills 
or abilities that they bring to their teaching role within the 
Institute is important .... (Head of Human Resources) 

At institutional level there is awareness of the evolving role of the academic 

and prior to the recession the Institute was aware of the difficulty of 

attracting industry personnel to join it. There is clearly tension between the 
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perceptions of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners and institutional 

leaders in respect of the Institute's academic recruitment policy. 

A WBL Leader (Business) outlined how a contract with an industry client 

had specified that external experts be included on the academic team 

delivering the programme. In order to employ these external experts it had 

been necessary to utilise the Institute's procurement system. Utilising both 

existing academic staff and external industry personnel or specialists appears 

from the perspective of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners to be a 

bureaucratic and time-consuming process. If a WBL programme is to be 

delivered during the academic year using existing academic staff then the 

situation is further complicated by needing to 'backfill' the teaching duties 

carried out by lecturers and this may be further complicated if the particular 

lecturer performs service teaching for a second School. In describing the 

situation a WBL Leader (Business) said there is a lack of institutional 

understanding. According to this participant, in order to engage in WBL 

with industry not only do Schools need to have surplus lecturing 'capacity' 

they also need to have a supply of lecturers with the appropriate 'competence' 

to engage in WBL with industry. This WBL Leader (Business) believes these 

issues are not fully understood or appreciated by Functional Leaders within 

the Institute who he says believe that a 'unit', that is a lecturer, is a 'unit' 

interchangeable in any lecturing environment. During the course of the 

interviews concern was expressed that due to the recession the moratorium on 

recruitment in the public sector will make the recruitment of part-time 

industry lecturers or external specialists more difficult. This moratorium, as 
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outlined earlier in the Contextual Review, involves HEIs operating under an 

Employment Control Framework (ECF) which allows HEIs to fill 

appointments only if they achieve an overall reduction in staff numbers as 

specified by the Higher Education Authority 

Functional Leaders outlined that while the Institute is committed to working 

with industry, and it is a fundamental part of the Institute's mission, pressure 

on resources and the absence of a national funding policy in the area makes it 

increasingly difficult to deliver in all of the areas the Institute would wish to 

do so. The Institute's strategic plan indicates that its research activity is 

growing in respect of its importance to the work of the Institute. Raising the 

profile of one activity, such as research, may inadvertently result in a 

perception that there has been a reduction in the value of another activity, 

such as WBL with industry. The views of all of the participants have raised 

complex and challenging issues for higher education generally and 

demonstrate it is not easy to resolve issues around the "tired old 'teaching 

versus research' debate" (Boyer, 1990, p.16). 

5.5 Summary 

Chapter 5 presented and analysed the findings arising from the data collected 

in respect of the biography of participants, the motivation of participants to 

engage with industry and how relationships with industry are initiated. 

The data suggests that for WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners there is 

alignment between an area of activity which they are interested in engaging in 
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and local School/Department support for their engagement. While the 

majority of participants began their careers in industry it has been some years 

since they have worked in it. Participants construct their professional 

identity to include a strong desire to maintain their connection to industry. 

These participants enjoy direct interaction with industry. Locally 

traditional commitment to both engagement with industry and to meeting the 

needs of part-time students encourages those who wish to maintain their 

contact with industry to do so. All participants expressed a strong desire to 

provide continuing professional development opportunities to industry and 

lifelong learning opportunities to part-time students generally. Early career 

experience in industry influences participants' interest in engaging in WBL 

with industry. It is also clear from analysis of the data that the local 

commitment of a School to engagement with industry is also an important 

influencing factor as it encourages and supports academic staff to engage with 

industry. 

Participants strongly identify industry as providing them with access to 

contemporary knowledge and exposure to practice. Participants believe 

traditional modes of academic development need to be supplemented by close 

interaction with industry in order to maintain a contemporary knowledge base 

and to acquire insights into its application in a timely way. Further research 

is needed to explore participants' understanding of contemporary knowledge 

as it relates to their engagement with industry. 
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Participants believe WBL with industry results in benefits which impact 

positively on their Schools and the Institute generally. WBL with industry 

maintains the capacity of academic staff to deliver a contemporary curriculum 

which enhances the reputation of Schools among prospective students and 

employers. Also, some Schools rely on industry to provide access to up-to­

date technology and training. 

From the perspective of Schools in the Institute, WBL with industry is mainly 

a reactive activity with other demands on time and resources making it 

difficult for Schools to be proactive. From the perspective of the WBL 

Academic Practitioners their participation is voluntary. The mature profile 

of participants, financial pressures on the Institute, and perceptions around 

where WBL with industry fits in terms of its purpose, priority and 

recognition in the Institute leaves WBL with industry at something of a 

crossroads in respect of its future development, recognition and resourcing. 

- 150-



Chapter 6 

Findings and Analysis in respect of 
WBL Leaders' and Academic Practitioners' 

experience of WBL curriculum development and 
delivery with industry 

" ... maybe it's notfor me or okay I'll work on that" 
(WBL Leader, Engineering) 

"It's all about relationships" 
(WBL Academic Practitioner, Business) 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter 6 presents and analyses the findings in respect of the experience of 

WBL Academic Leaders and Academic Practitioners when they collaborate 

closely with industry on WBL curriculum development and delivery. The 

Findings and Analysis focus on the key themes which emerged during data 

analysis. 

6.2 The complexity of managing industry partnerships -
from single employer partnership to multiple employer 
partnerships 

A number of different types of relationships with industry were identified and 

are summarised in the table below: 
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Table No. 6.1 

Types of Industry Engagement! 
(Indicative) 

Type (that is lead employerlbody Discipline!s 
working with the Institute) 
Single employer which may be a Business, Engineering, 
public/private sector employer (but Built Environment, Science 
in a number of instances company is 
large and operates in a number of 
locations) 
Professional Body Built Environment 

Sectoral initiative (involving a lead Business 
body and a large number of different 
employers) 
Private company which provides an Science 
educational/training service to client 
companies 

Location of Students 

Direct employees of 
company 

Employees of member 
companies of 
professional body 
Employees of member 
companies of sector 
initiative 
Employees of a private 
company's client 
companies 

For convenience a short summary of the data contained in the above Table is 

outlined below. The data indicates there are a number of different types of 

industry partnerships: 

• Single public/private sector employer (which in many cases are large 
companies with several sites in Ireland/abroad) where students are 
direct employees of the company; 

• A professional body where the professional body partners with the 
Institute on behalf of member companies where the students are 
employed; 

• A sectoral initiative where a number of different companies have 
come together and the students are employees of these individual 
compames; 

• A private sector company which provides commercial services to its 
client companies where the students are employed. 

The Institute's Head of Quality Assurance, who has been involved in 

industry partnerships for many years, is an advocate of these partnerships as 

he maintains they facilitate student access and progression. According to the 

Head of Quality Assurance the Institute's experience with industry 

I It should be noted that Table 6.1 only includes the types of industry partnerships as outlined 
by participants. It is not purported that this Table includes every type of partnership which 
the Institute may have with industry. 
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partnership has been positive. However, requests for partnerships from 

individual small companies are often problematic. Small companies may 

have difficulty meeting some of the criteria required under the Institute's 

risk assessment policy, for example, in respect of their "finances and 

structures". Also some applications had been unsuccessful: 

because we didn't have the confidence that these organisations 
would be able to run a programme on our behalf. .. so we've 
been quite careful with the bodies we've worked with. (Head of 
Quality Assurance). 

While the Institute has been involved in partnership arrangements 

with employers since around 1996/97 there is evidence that the types 

of relationships with employers are increasing in complexity. One 

WBL Academics Practitioner (Business) has responsibility for a 

sectoral initiative comprising of a lead body plus 40 different 

employers. This presents challenges for the WBL Academic 

Practitioner. For example, the WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) 

referred to the difficulty of involving and sustaining the involvement 

of so many different companies. On occasions intervention had been 

needed to encourage all of the companies to attend curriculum 

development or review meetings. Also there were issues outside of 

the programme, such as company rivalry or disagreements, which 

discouraged interaction among companies: 
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Now with X Company you're dealing with the one company, 
which I think is actually easier. With the Y (initiative) you are 
dealing with forty companies in the Z sector. So that makes it 
more difficult and we have dealt with that in a different way. I 
know with the X (Company) programme we just meet with the X 
(Company) HR people and their Training people and that works 
out very easy and it's a very close knit . . . but with the Y 
(initiative) it's a different ... because you are working for a whole 
sector ... you've got a completely different disparate groups .... 

It's when you start to get this huge group and sometimes they 
don't want sit at the same table as one another, they might even 
have disagreements .... (WBL Academic Practitioner, Business) 

The above WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) referred to the time 

consuming nature of sectoral initiatives which involve not just a lead body but 

different types of businesses within the sector. 

The WBL Leader (Business) outlined the skills required to project manage a 

WBL programme: 

I would go back to the core skill of a good project manager as 
being critical. The understanding of the academic model is easy, 
you can obtain that, I would say that, these particular individuals 
would not be required to design programmes but would certainly 
have to have the understanding, ability to interact at a high level 
and bring a team together and act as that continuity person, I think 
that's critical. We're doing it here at the moment but it's an 
additional job on top of many other jobs. (WBL Leader, Business) 

The above WBL Leader (Business) outlined how it had been necessary to use 

academic staff to manage some partnerships however "good people as they 

are they may not have the requisite skills to do it as well as we should be 

doing it". 

The time consuming nature of partnership and the increasing complexity in 

respect of engaging with employer partner/s calls for the academic 

practitioner, who has special responsibility to act as the liaison person with 
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the partner/s, sometimes referred to as a programme manager, to have 

additional skills over and above the skills required when managing a 

programme which is internally initiated and delivered within the Institute. 

The WBL programme manager needs to possess the interpersonal skills to 

engage with the partner/s representatives, and also in some cases, the skills 

to sustain the involvement of other employer partners. In some instances 

this is more difficult due to the dispersed geographic locations of employers 

and/or diversity among employers. While all partnership development may 

involve some challenges those which comprise of many stakeholders will 

be inherently more complex to develop, and as outlined by a WBL 

Academic Practitioner (Business), more challenging to manage and support. 

The WBL Leader (Business) outlined how his School favours commencing 

relationships with an industry partner with a minor award as this allows for 

development of mutual understanding and relationship building. 

Many participants referred to the importance of relationship building with 

employer representatives and that relationships require time and effort to 

develop. From the perspective of the Institute's role in partnership 

development it is evident from the findings that relationship building 

requires experienced and skilled WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners. 

While the Institute has formal processes for the establishment of 

partnerships with formal partnership agreements put in place, as far as I 

have been able to ascertain, there is no formal training provided either to 

WBL Leaders or Academic Practitioners. The activity relies on the WBL 

Leaders and Academic Practitioners who, over many years, have developed 
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their experience and skills of partnership building. Some participants 

believe they alone have had to carry the burden of resolving difficulties 

which arose in partnerships and suggested that in the early stages of their 

involvement in WBL partnerships they would have benefited from greater 

support. One WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) did seek out and 

received guidance from experienced colleagues. This participant 

recommended that academics in the early stages of working within 

partnerships should be encouraged to seek advice and support from more 

experienced colleagues. 

6.3 WBL with industry requires the 'right' academic team 

According to both WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners successful 

partnership with industry requires the 'right' academic team. The notion of 

the right academic team was described in terms related to the knowledge, 

skills and interpersonal qualities possessed by the academic practitioner. 

WBL Leaders and WBL Practitioners emphasised that when engaging with 

industry academic staff need to have contemporary knowledge of a sector 

otherwise: 

Those who might give them lectures from a theoretical perspective 
but would not be on top of the knowledge base that the students 
would specifically have, they could have their credibility on the 
line very quickly and I think you've got to chose a lecturer that, 
you know, is able to communicate with those guys at the level 
they want to be communicated at. If you have somebody who was 
highly theoretical and, may be, focussed on some aspect of the 
work that, you know, doesn't bite with the students you could have 
a credibility problem. (WBL Leader, Built Environment) 
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WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners referred to the fact that academics 

need to possess 'credibility' with both industry representatives and students 

and this credibility rests in them having contemporary industry knowledge 

and the ability to connect theory and practice. A WBL Academic Practitioner 

(Business) said lecturers would be 'devoured' if they could not connect with 

the students' experiences and students very quickly "cop on to fake" and 

"identify very quickly if the lecturer only has academic knowledge". 

For some WBL Academic Practitioners (Engineering) involvement in WBL 

programmes industry is viewed as critical as this enables them to participate 

on industry training programmes some of which take place abroad. After 

completion of these programmes WBL Academic Practitioners deliver 

WBL programmes to students based in industry and also train other 

academic staff. 

WBL Academic Leaders and Academic Practitioners outlined that to engage 

in WBL with industry those involved need to have: 

• Excellent communication skills - a willingness and interest in 
listening to industry representatives and to students' industry 
experience and to actively engage in conversations with these 
representatives and students around their needs and experience; 

• A willingness to take feedback, both positive and negative, from 
industry representatives and students; 

• Personal contemporary industry knowledge and experience in order 
to connect theory to practice and also the skills to facilitate students 
connecting practice to theory; 

• Empathic with the situation and needs of part-time students many of 
whom are undertaking a programme with their immediate work 
colleagues, and who may have been out of higher education for some 
time, or never attended higher education before; 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

The disposition to develop relationships, sometimes to be sustained 
over a number of years, based on respect, trust and confidence. In 
some cases WBL Academic Practitioners are in the early stages of a 
relationship informally 'selling' (WBL Academic Practitioner, 
Business) the merits of a programme to company representatives; 
Interested in own personal knowledge and skills development and in 
some cases willing to undertake industry based training; 
Organisational and project management skills (required especially by 
WBL Academic Practitioners with special responsibilities for a 
programme or an industry relationship); 
Flexibility - willing to deliver programmes off-campus both in 
Ireland and abroad; 
A willingness to participate on a curriculum development and 
delivery team comprising of industry/part-time lecturing personnel as 
well as their own internal academic colleagues; 
Knowledge of internal processes, for example, quality assurance, 
registration, examinations. 

A WBL Leader (Built Environment) outlined how he believes he does not 

have the authority to question academic staff directly on whether they are 

keeping up to date in their field. Functional Leaders believe it is 'inherent' in 

the role of an academic staff that they maintain a contemporary knowledge 

base. Within the Institute, School and Programme Reviews appraise the 

quality of programmes. The Institute has recently introduced the public 

sector Performance Management Development System (PMDS) which 

involves an annual review of employee development needs. The 

importance for academics to maintain a contemporary knowledge base is 

agreed on by all participants. However, there is dissatisfaction among WBL 

Academic Practitioners that they are enabled to do this. In order to 

understand the views as expressed by the WBL Academic Practitioners in this 

research study in respect of their academic development needs, further 

research to explore WBL Academic Practitioners' and institutional 

understanding around contemporary knowledge needs to be undertaken. 

Due to its relatively recent introduction it is difficult to assess whether PMDS 
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will result in any changes in WBL Academic Practitioners' experiences and 

beliefs around the Institute's role in and support of their development. Also 

as PMDS is a generic system developed for the public sector whether it will 

adequately address the specific concerns of WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners is unknown. 

6.4 WBL participants' beliefs around collaboratively 
developing a curriculum with industry - listening to industry, 
learning from industry, staying involved and committed 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners believe that in order for their 

School to successfully partner with industry the academics involved need to 

be willing to engage, listen, learn and sustain commitment over time. 

The importance of being willing to listen to external and non-academic 

contributors to curriculum development, the employer representatives, is 

considered very important and WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners 

understand this is part of the process of WBL curriculum development with 

industry: 

Well the difference I would see between developing a programme 
for people who are coming is obviously in regular teaching I 
decide what's important I deliver that and to a certain extent the 
students take it and assume that I know what I'm talking about. 
With someone who's coming in with a specific aim you have to 
listen to them a lot more. I mean you have to design a programme 
that suits them and there's probably a lot more toing and froing I 
mean if I develop a course document here, you know, I decide 
what the course is going to be about, I decide what the delivery is 
going to be like, what the practicals going to be like and after it 
goes through quality assurance in the Institute .... (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Science) 
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A WBL Academic Practitioner (Engineering) described how their School has 

had to move from providing what it could deliver to providing "them 

(industry) with what they want". The WBL Leader (Business) named its 

style of partnership as its "collaborative design process" which it considers is 

not prescriptive but: 

On a joint basis deciding what the objectives of the programme are, 
deciding what competencies are required and building a programme 
around that. (WB Leader, Business) 

This collaborative design process includes WBL Academic Practitioners 

visiting companies: 

I think it is critical and that is why you would have to spend the 
time getting the staff acclimatised to the organisation, the way they 
work and identifying, I mean, part of the collaborati ve design 
process is collecting 'war' stories, collecting jargon about that 
industry because it's a way in which you can make the connection, 
staff member can make the connection with the participants by 
using the language of the sector and equally then, another key 
element would be to ... to ensure the sort of work that they are 
doing in session and the work they do after session, by way of 
project work, assignment work, is very much work-based, so what 
we tend to do, and it's a design you know we have used for a long 
time, is to align much of the learning that is designed into the 
modules, with what's happening, with what's expected of staff 
members within the organisation .... (WBL Leader, Business) 

The WBL Leader (Business) outlined how his academic staff familiarise 

themselves with students' work environment by staff going " ... out on trucks 

with deliveries, to find out what they're about". 

A willingness on the part of WBL Academic Practitioners to accept feedback 

from employer representatives is considered to be important: 
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It's the lecturers' communication skills and indeed their 
enthusiasm, you know, and the companies see that very quickly 
but bear in mind that they are actually paying for a service and it's 
like any class of a business if you're paying for a service and 
you're not getting the service that you expected then you're back 
to the provider and that's exactly what happens but the interaction 
is very positive and we encourage early interaction by the 
companies we deliberately say if you have a problem come back to 
us don't wait till the end or don't allow the situation to develop 
where well this lecturer has been with us for the last six months 
and we're very unhappy, tell us the first moment then we can 
actually do something but most of our, indeed all of our lecturers, I 
would say are very open to criticism when we sit down with them 
and explain what's happening, why is the complaint being made, 
they will either say, okay maybe it's not for me or okay I'll work 
on that. (WBL Leader, Engineering) 

A WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) said they believe when 

academic colleagues are involved at the very early stages of curriculum 

development with an employer these academic staff tend to have a better 

understanding of the background to a programme and the students 

compared to academics who join a programme team at a later stage: 

And having the lecturers there from day one is always hugely 
beneficial, the ones that are there early on are so much more clued 
in and know what the programme is like and know nearly almost 
how to deal with these particular students because they have been 
there from day one, it's really useful ... old hands at it, the 
likes of X (name of academic colleague) ... and it's great. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Business) 

It may also be that the WBL Academic Practitioners who are involved in 

WBL programmes with industry develop strong relationships with 

employer representatives. Several WBL Academic Practitioners stressed 

how it was 'all about relationships' and relationship building. A few WBL 

Academic Practitioners, who aside from being involved in curriculum 

development and/or delivery, also have additional responsibilities. For 
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example, they may be a point of contact for employer representatives and/or 

students in respect of issues surrounding the development of the programme 

and/or ongoing operational matters. 

A WBL Academic Practitioner (B usiness) suggested that other non-

academic staff should be part of the team which interfaces with the 

employer representatives and the students/employees as these WBL 

programmes are not mainstreamed in respect of the registration of students. 

Initially this WBL Academic Practitioner had to 'fight' in order for students 

on a WBL programme to be included in graduation ceremonies: 

I think it benefits students hugely from input from the academic 
side but I also think that if from early on somebody like the 
academic secretary was involved they would see the importance of 
the programme and that it has to fit in somewhere in the 
Institute's structure I think that would have been helpful, it's kind 
of now it's becoming very obvious that we do need a slot for 
registrations, that we do need a slot for graduation but I had to 
fight for those originally because we really didn't fit anywhere in 
the Institute's structure and so I think that could have been ... 
that would have been much better if they were involved earlier on 
and continued to be involved, maybe went to a number of the 
earlier meetings and even to the partnership meetings so they 
could see when it got to a certain stage and not necessarily 
development of the modules but development of the programme 
and how we would handle all of the issues and how we would 
interface with the partnership. I think that would have been better. 
(WBL Academic Practitioner, Business) 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners stressed the significant amount 

of time spent attending on-campus and in-company meetings, discussions 

by phone, and attending to email communication, especially when 

developing a new employer relationship or a new programme with an 

existing employer client. A WBL Academic Practitioner (Engineering) said 

a considerable amount of effort was required when developing a 

programme with an external employer as the very important but unseen 
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work involved in co-ordination was much greater compared to a 

programme which is being developed, for example, for delivery to full­

time undergraduates. 

In some Schools in (Science and Engineering) when working with 

industry WBL Academic Practitioners have to be able to deliver 

appropriate lab-based training or be able to demonstrate their knowledge 

and skills using the equipment and tools of the industry. This practical 

aspect to their academic role might explain in part why these WBL 

Academic Practitioners present as being comfortable and confident with 

managers from industry and industry-based students. These WBL 

Academic Practitioners have both the language and the skills of their 

students/employees. However, the ability to apply theory to a practical 

situation would not entirely account for the confidence displayed generally 

by the WBL Academic Practitioners from Schools across the four 

disciplines researched in this study for two reasons. Firstly, it is some 

years since the majority of the WBL Academic Practitioners have worked 

directly in industry. Secondly, in some cases, for example in Business 

Schools, the nature of the discipline does not always have a 'live' practical 

aspect to it, and in order to connect theory to practice, academics may use 

case studies or some form of simulated computer-based learning. I can 

only speculate as to the reasons for there being commonality of 

commitment and confidence among the participants across the four 

disciplines.. This commitment and confidence may be a combination of 

both early career experience and their subsequently joining a 
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Department/School which recognises the learning that takes place in the 

workplace and the potential for academic staff to benefit from active 

engagement with industry. For these WBL Academic Practitioners, WBL 

programmes with industry is their bridge from theory to practice. 

The experience of the WBL Leaders and WBL Academic Practitioners 

highlights how they are managing relationships with employers, have 

adapted to engaging in collaborative relationships with employers, and 

recognise the need for a team-based approach with some academics having 

project management or relationship management roles. WBL Leaders and 

Academic Practitioners have significant, but mainly isolated, experience 

and are generally working on WBL programmes with industry within their 

own Schools and even small groups within these Schools. Enhancing both 

intra- and inter-School awareness of experiences might support the 

development of an institutional community of practice. One WBL Leader 

(Engineering) outlined that while he wants the academic team to take 

ownership of a programme, he does not want this ownership to preclude the 

involvement of other colleagues. It might be beneficial to explore whether 

the Schools would benefit from some form of structured and regular 

engagement with each other which would facilitate greater sharing of 

knowledge and experiences among WBL Leaders and especially among 

WBL Academic Practitioners. WBL Leaders may, through institutional 

meetings, have greater opportunities to informally discuss WBL activities 

within their Schools. However, WBL Academic Practitioners may have 
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significantly less opportunities to meet colleagues from other disciplines 

who share their interest in WBL with industry. 

6.5 The WBL Curriculum - it's not all about education, it's 
the same but different to on-campus programme, involves 
negotiation and the co-operative sharing of resources 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners outlined some of the similarities 

and differences surrounding the collaborative development and delivery of a 

WBL curriculum compared to the development and delivery of an on-campus 

curriculum which has been initiated by the Institute. 

According to participants a key difference between the collaborative 

development and delivery of a WBL programme with industry, in comparison 

to the development and delivery of an on-campus programme, is the industry 

client wishes to meet a current developmental goal around a specific issue. 

Hence some of the uncertainty which exists around anticipating market 

requirements is reduced: 
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I think when we are developing a course sayan Institute course for 
undergraduates/postgraduates there're always couched and they're 
always built upon an external analysis of the market that's part of 
our approach ... but I think what. .. the main difference is that 
you are trying to anticipate future needs at a more strategic level in 
designing a programme for CAO (Central Applications Office) 
market and postgraduate market and in one sense you are asking 
people in industry and in the outside world to help you tease 
through what the requirements will be in two, three, four, five years 
down the road and.. in many cases they don't know but it's a 
judgement call at the end of the day by the project, course team. 
When you are working with a corporate (company) the degree of 
unknown is reduced because they are very specific .... so you're 
dealing with a much clearer objective, now it will change and they 
do change and evolve but at the outset you're responding to much 
clearer specifications as to what the course should do, what the 
competencies. .. what the students should be able do as a result. 
Whereas with the main Institute programmes you're using 
judgement, and you are using informed judgement as to what the 
learning outcomes and even the module content should be, for what 
a student will require at a future date. That would be the main 
difference, other than that the same degree of research and market 
validation would go into both. 

However, WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners also indicated 

companies can sometimes be unclear as to the educational aims of a 

programme. Generally a number of meetings, both on-campus and in-

company, are needed in order to clarify programme aims and learning 

outcomes. Among participants it was clear while WBL programmes are 

customised for a particular employer there is considerable use of modules 

from existing programmes: 
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They've no idea what they want. They've an idea that they would 
like to do something and it's a total waste of time to tell them go 
away, think about it, develop it and come back to me because it 
will not have improved in the meantime. You would try to find 
out ... what kind of a level, what is it that the people do and then 
you start planting the ideas, okay. So what I would do is, after the 
initial talk, and the coffee, and the getting to know you, is say, 
well, okay, we do all of this stuff, and I think the next stage I 
would move on to then is may be refine it a little bit and then I'd 
say okay I'm going to send you forty syllabi, okay, take them 
purely as subject headings, don't try getting into ... just look at 
the subject headings ... and is there anything there you .... that 
you would like to do. And do you know the extraordinary thing is 
Sandra that, you know, the X sector if you say pick out twelve, if I 
ask ten different companies ... they would probably be within 
90% of picking the same ones ... (WBL Academic Practitioner, 
Business). 

Generally customisation can relate to (i) the particular industry and its 

environment (ii) particular company systems, for example, information 

technology systems (iii) performance indicators, for example, financial 

indicators (iv) policies, for example, human resources. So hence some 

modules will include specifics related to a company, for example, examining 

company financial statements in an accounting and finance module or using a 

company reagent in a workshop. One WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) 

outlined how the sharing of confidential company data for inclusion on a 

programme is done on the basis of trust and this trust has been developed over 

many years. So while a new programme for a company may be developed or 

an existing programme may be offered (with some customisation), WBL 

Leaders and Academic Practitioners often use existing modules to initiate and 

stimulate discussion surrounding the educational needs of a particular 

company and regularly use these existing modules which are then customised 

to varying degrees. The sharing of resources, for example, companies 

providing access to company data, supplying company case studies, or the 
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input of company specialists at both the development and deli very stages of 

programmes are, according to participants, important for programme success. 

According to participants, in some instances WBL programmes could not 

happen without this sharing of resources. A WBL Academic Practitioner 

(Science) outlined how their School does not have a sufficient number of 

academic staff with the appropriate technical knowledge to deliver a 

particular programme. However, the Institute has resources which 

companies want to access such as academic frameworks, expertise in 

pedagogy, and credentialising power. 

In some instances, as engagement with an employer progresses, an employer 

may indicate directly or indirectly that there are non-educational goals related 

to their desire to develop a programme. For example, non-educational goals 

may relate to key staff retention, or seeking a cost effective 

educational/developmental model or a company may wish to get, what one 

WBL Leader (Engineering) described as, the Institute's accreditation 

'badge' for programmes for the benefit of staff and as a mechanism to 

impress its customers. 

Generally among WBL Leaders and WBL Academic Practitioners decisions 

around the aims, objectives and learning outcomes were described as being 

undertaken in partnership and in a collaborative way, involving a significant 

amount of interaction with company personnel both on-campus and in­

company. While as outlined earlier it is necessary to tease out what a 

company wants, one WBL Academic Practitioner (Science) indicated when 
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working with a company you have to be willing to listen to the company 

while being confident in your own field and around pedagogical issues. 

A WBL Academic Practitioner (Engineering) outlined how working on a 

WBL programme with industry is more 'complicated' and on occasions 

requires delicate 'negotiation'. For example, in instances when an employer 

may ask for the integration of an existing in-company training programme 

which does not meet the standards of the proposed WBL programme: 

so it's a much more straightforward process (if you are developing 
a programme without any industry partner involved) whereas if 
you're developing for the X Company ... it's much more 
complicated because they may not have an understanding of what 
an NQAI level 7 or what should be in there or an accrediting body. 
Now they might not want it accredited but if we're involved at a 
level 7 we want it the same level as our other level 7s. So they 
might put forward ideas that we want this here and we'll say that's 
not really appropriate. .. so there's a lot more and again you 
don't want ... you don't want to be putting them off ... you know 
... telling them you can't do that but there's a lot more 
accommodation, a lot more negotiation in that process. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Engineering) 

The findings suggest employers need time to become familiar with and 

develop understanding of the language of higher education and the 

accreditation process. Employers' acc1imatisation into the world of higher 

education is facilitated by the positive disposition of the academic team they 

engage with. 
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6.6 WBL curriculum development and delivery - the 
continuance of some old debates surrounding education and 
training and WBL programmes getting equal status and 
supports as 'mainstream' programmes 

Generally WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners were anxious to stress 

they are delivering 'academic' or 'education' programmes: 

It's not a 'how to' programme. It's an academic programme. 
There will be elements obviously there're going to be elements, 
strong elements, of 'how to' in it but it's certainly is an academic 
programme. If you were to ask me, what's is the single focus of 
the programme, it is getting people thinking and, you know ... 
even if it's level 6 ... thinking that's fine. .. but it is getting 
people thinking. You know you're not going on to the level 8 or 9 
type of thing where you're taking the world view but I'd hope 
you'd be seen outside of the parish, open to ideas. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Business) 

A WBL Leader (Business) indicated he views WBL programmes with 

industry as being "in the area of education and training", and would not draw 

a distinction between education and training, as within academic programmes 

there are elements of training such as the acquisition of specific skills. 

Participants did not appear conflicted around higher educational programmes 

preparing students for work or developing employees in the workplace. Their 

main concern is that programmes meet academic standards. A number of 

WBL Academic Practitioners referred to the changing expectations of 

employers with employers wanting to employ or develop people who are 

'rounded'. Employers now want employees who possess knowledge and 

skills beyond those which may have been given to a traditional craftsperson 

or professional and this requires Schools to change their programmes to 

include new subject areas and interpersonal skills. While the participants 

interviewed for this research project see their engagement in WBL 

programmes with industry as having a substantive academic purpose there is 
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some evidence from participants that this view is not shared by all of their 

colleagues: 

I don't really think that it is valued at an educational level maybe 
it's valued as something that is . .. something that we do and it's 
something we can show off a little bit ... but I don't think it's 
valued at the .. educational side of it is valued. . .. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Business) 

This WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) said they find it upsetting when 

industry-based students were referred to as being 'only' part-time students. In 

their view these industry students are even lower down the 'pecking order' in 

terms of the supports they receive than other part-time students who attend 

on-campus in the evening. According to them the industry based students are 

only important in terms of "lip service" to the activity and "they (the industry 

based students) get nothing" (in terms of student support services). 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners were keen to stress WBL 

programmes with industry follow the same quality assurance procedures as 

'mainstream' programmes: 

People don't know what we're at, don't understand the process. 
All of these programmes would go through exactly the same 
quality assurance procedures as a mainstream Institute 
programme. (WBL Leader, Business) 

A WBL Leader (Engineering) explained how some of the engineering 

programmes which their School offers are vocational programmes. In order 

for some of these programmes to be converted to degree programmes and 

placed on the National Framework of Qualifications, the School confronts 

challenges in trying to meet both academic requirements and 

vocationaVindustry requirements. The School welcomes the recognition of 

prior learning to support meeting these requirements: 
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Now the type of trammg they (industry) want is vocational 
training, training for the job and our challenge has been and 
continues to be marrying the academic if you like qualification or 
education along with that kind of training the advent of the 
recognition of prior learning is a breath of fresh air for us and we 
intend to be using that much more. (WBL Leader, Engineering) 

One WBL Leader (B uilt Environment) outlined a debate which is taking 

place in his School surrounding the granting of an honours 

undergraduate degree and the recognition of this degree by a 

professional body: 

But there is an issue there, the one issue that has arisen is with 
further recognition of that programme by say the X Professional 
Body because the view is being taken I suppose by others not by 
... not in here, I should say it was taken by some of my own staff 
in here, about the programme in that the content hours, the 
lecturing hours, the contact hours, the amount of time spent on 
theory or spent in lectures is relatively low, the assumption is that 
they're picking up a lot of what they're learning from their work 
and that they're more efficient in acquiring knowledge from 
lectures or they're engaged in the subject. So that's the theory. 
There's a questioning of whether the amount of hours that they get 
in academic contact is sufficient to allow them to get to an honours 
degree standard in the period that they have in four years part-time 
work to get, you know, a four years honours degree. Now that's a 
question mark which is I suppose is a judgement call and I'd say 
we're on the margins of that to be honest with you. (WBL Leader, 
Built Environment) 

Both internally in the School and externally from a professional body 

questions had been raised whether students were getting enough 

'academic' contact hours (i.e. direct teaching from lecturers) to warrant the 

awarding of an honours degree. 

A WBL Academic Leader (Engineering) outlined how sometimes industry 

needs a fast turnaround in respect of having a programme developed and 

delivered and at times the Institute's validation process can be slow: 
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We tend as an Institute ... the wheels tum very slowly. There are 
good procedures we have to go through I'm not suggesting that we 
should be cavalier in what we do but we should have a system that 
actually allows somebody like myself to put a module together or a 
programme together and submit it to go through a validation 
process very quickly .... (WBL Leader, Engineering). 

The same WBL Leader (Engineering) said in respect of some short 

continuing professional development programmes that industry does 

not always want or need a programme to be validated by the Institute, 

as the programme already has industry recognition, and industry simply 

wants to outsource delivery of it to the Institute. However according to 

the WBL Leader the School's own programmes have recognition and 

status within industry: 

They probably would go ahead regardless whether it's accredited 
but they value very, very much and I didn't realise this initially, 
but they actually value the badge which is the Institute's badge. I 
don't think that we realise how valuable that particular badge is. I 
suppose because we're in the middle of the wood we don't see 
those trees but the value of the Institute (Institute's 'badge') is 
very, very important .... (WBL Academic Leader, Engineering) 

This research highlights that participants are concerned with getting equality 

of status and access to resources within the Institute for the WBL 

programmes. There is a sense that participants feel they have to defend the 

academic merits of programmes as well as feeling a sense of injustice that 

there are inadequate supports afforded to the WBL students. 

6.7 The need for clarity surrounding academic roles within 
WBL partnerships and strengthening the role of workplace 
supports 

This section explores aspects of the findings which indicate there is a need for 

greater clarity surrounding the role and responsibilities of WBL Leaders and 
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Academic Practitioners within WBL partnerships, and that employers too 

need to recognise their role in supporting learning in the workplace. 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners reported that generally industry 

promotes a programme to employees and then employees self select. The 

Institute supplies standard application forms to the company for completion 

by the employees and for submission by the company to the Institute. 

Acceptance on programmes is then dependent on employees meeting the 

Institute's standard entry criteria. All WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners stated they use the same eligibility criteria for student admission 

as are used for other types of programmes. Occasionally an employee has not 

met the eligibility criteria. For example, in the case of an in-company 

programme in Science an employee was admitted on an exceptional entry 

basis as they had a number of years of relevant work experience. In cases 

where employees have an existing relevant qualification they may get module 

exemptions or advanced entry. Sometimes when prospective students are 

seeking exemptions they include 'irrelevant' information in their applications, 

suggesting they include information of relevance to their role within their 

organisation rather than in respect of their suitability or eligibility for the 

programme they are applying for. This placed an administrative burden on 

the WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) with responsibility for the 

programme as a 'strict' approach is adopted in respect of the meeting of 

eligibility criteria. 

According to WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners employees self select 

in respect of applying to participate on a programme. A WBL Academic 
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Practitioner (Business) indicated in their experience some companies have 

their own selection systems in place. These systems vary with employers 

selecting employees using a volunteer system or requesting employees to 

write an essay or undertaking an aptitude test: 

The companies ... but we find it's very varied .... we find that 
the ABC Company just look for volunteers and then people like 
XYZ Company have .. they actually get them to do a kind of an 
essay as to why ... other companies do aptitude testings ... so in 
a sort of a way we been trying to streamline that and we had BCC 
Company come in and explain how they chose theirs, because 
what you find is that while people volunteering put up their hands 
and say yes I'd like to do this course some of them wouldn't be 
able for it and it's very difficult to weed them out. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Business) 

Another WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) stated: 

some of them come because they're told to come or the manager 
. . .. says you go along to that. . .. (WBL Academic 
Practitioner, Business) 

All the WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners referred to the maturity and 

motivation of WBL students and the diverse profile of WBL students in 

respect of educational attainment, age, and work experience. Students were 

regularly described by WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners as 

'focussed' and very 'motivated'. Participants were in agreement that having a 

mixed profile of students is beneficial to programmes. However, a number of 

WBL Academic Practitioners (Business and Built Environment) indicated 

that having a mixed profile of students can present challenges for teaching 

and learning, for example, students may have different levels of information 

technology literacy. In one instance a WBL Academic Practitioner (Business) 

outlined how they spent a half day teaching basic information technology 
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skills to a mature student, who although an experienced manager, did not 

have these skills. 

A number ofWBL Academic Practitioners (Business and Built Environment) 

said they would like to have greater input into briefing potential students in 

respect of what would be expected of students on a programme, for example, 

around the academic requirements of a programme and what would be 

involved by way of assessment: 

Some students study really well and seem to have a grasp that this 
is now an academic course and that they have to have some 
academic input and content and others, it seems to pass over them 
and then I wonder about how they were chosen whether it comes 
up in their background and all that kind of stuff, you know.(WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Business) 

While the Institute still retains ultimate responsibility for selecting students it 

is clear from the findings, that in some cases, student selection would have 

benefited from early direct communication between the Institute and the 

individual prospective students in order to ensure students understood the 

academic requirements of the programme. Students' personal circumstances 

or lack of previous experience of participation in higher education may result, 

as was outlined by some WBL Academic Practitioners, in a more stressful 

experience for them and also place an additional burden on the WBL 

Academic Practitioners to support these students. 

When describing the delivery of WBL programme where the School had 

confronted some challenges, the WBL Leader and WBL Practitioners (Built 

Environment) indicated in some instances it is necessary to provide students 
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with underpinning foundational knowledge to facilitate students reaching the 

standard of learning required by the programme: 

Now a couple of things we found when we went to deliver that 
programme to them. One was in our subject you can get quite far 
quite quickly with people who have got backgrounds in business 
but after ... you can get them to a certain level but if you want to 
get them to a more advanced level it does take a lot of hard work 
and a lot of learning. So what we found was we were. .. we went 
down there, we delivered the material to them, we began to find 
that they needed some other prior understanding before they 
could be taken further in their knowledge acquisition .... (WBL 
Leader, Built Environment) 

WBL Leaders and Practitioners indicated they are aware the profile of 

students/employees on WBL programmes varies in respect of their 

educational attainments, experience of higher education, and their 

understanding of what would be required of them when participating in a 

higher educational WBL programme. In one instance a WBL Leader and the 

WBL Academic Practitioners (Built Environment) involved in a programme 

found some students/employees had difficulty reaching the standard of 

learning required by the programme as they did not possess the underpinning 

foundational knowledge. Another WBL Academic Practitioner (Science) 

outlined how sometimes they have had to explain to employers that 

students/employees would need to be provided with foundational knowledge: 

So that sometimes is a little bit of a shock to them that they have to 
go back to real basics. . .. (WBL Academic Practitioner, Science) 

Participants in this research study said that students' results are processed and 

issued using standard institutional procedures, with the exception that within 

one School it was indicated that company representatives sit on the 

Examinations Board in respect of the programme delivered to their 

employees. This practice may also exist in other Schools but was only 

- 177 -



referenced by one interviewee. In this instance a WBL Academic 

Practitioner indicated that while the company does not issue the results to the 

students/employees, the company representative on the examinations board 

retains a copy of the results arising from the meeting of the examinations 

board. Students/employees on the programme are aware their human 

resources department gets a copy of the results. While the human resources 

department does not issue results to students/employees it follows up 

students/employees who are late in submitting their assignments: 

So the company gets the results first, in other words the human 
resource people get the results first and they do a lot of the follow 
up then for people who may have been late with assignments or 
who may not have .... (WBL Academic Practitioner). 

A few WBL Academic Practitioners said the issue of access to student 

results had been a source of awkwardness for them as over the life of a 

programme they develop close working relationships with company 

representatives. A WBL Academic Practitioner said they would only supply 

a company with a general overview on students/employees' progress, for 

example, giving the percentage of students/employees whose results fell 

within grade bandwidths: 

And I know one of the companies particularly now, I won't tell you 
who they are, but one of the companies insisted that we give them 
the students results and we said no our contract is actually with the 
student. If you want the students' results you have get them from 
them. We can give you the bands, we can say, you know 50% of 
the class had more than ... but we cannot actually give you the 
students' results and I felt that was something we kind of needed to 
put the foot down about. The companies, I expect, I suppose 
because they were paying for it and they were allowing these 
students out of work, giving them time off to do it, they felt entitled 
to the results but we actually felt no our contract is with the 
students, it's kind of personal information, you know. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner) 
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Two WBL Practitioners said that they did not have a difficulty supplying 

companies with student attendance records with one of these saying that the 

issue of access to results is 'confused': 

If they ask me did so and so attend 1'd probably will say yes 
because they're probably paying for that. If they ask me what mark 
they got in such a subject I say he has his transcript ask him. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner) 

One WBL Academic Practitioners described how on realising some students 

were not attending the programme the manager in the company was 'livid' he 

had not been informed especially as he had either 'asked' or 'told' them to 

participate on the programme. This WBL Academic Practitioner suggested it 

is very important companies have nominated someone to manage the 

programme internally: 

the company would get feedback on attendance so, who attended, 
who didn't attend, that was a problem, nobody followed it up in 
XXX Company or the first year and Y (name of company person) 
was a bit ... at the end of the year when he saw some people didn't 
complete, especially people who were employees of XXX 
Company that he asked, told to go on the course and that they 
dropped out, he was livid that he didn't know so .... (WBL 
Academic Practitioner) 

A WBL Academic Practitioner said in the early years of one WBL 

programme student appeals in respect of results had been treated differently to 

the procedure recommended in the Institute's assessment regulations. 

Students had initially been asked to discuss their mark with their lecturer. 

However this approach had proven problematic and the School now follows 

the appeals procedure as set out in the Institute's assessment regulations: 
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now when we started first with X sector there was a couple of 
appeals 'I not happy with my mark' , and you were inclined to let 
the student negotiate with the lecturer and the lecturer have another 
look at it and things like that. It's not quality assurance, that's not 
correct, of course I never say that. You need to .... so now we say 
it's absolutely with the regulations (that is, the regulations 
governing assessment), everything goes by the regulations, it is 
much easier for us. You find that you're never in a bind then with 
going, kind of going should we or shouldn't we, it's very 
straightforward. . .. (WBL Academic Practitioner) 

6.8 WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners - deficits in 
institutional recognition and supports 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners share similar beliefs and 

concerns around what they consider are deficits in institutional recognition 

systems and supports in respect of their engagement in WBL activity. 

The next two sub-sections look at the findings in respect of institutional 

recognition of WBL and supports surrounding both academic development 

and the daily working lives of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners. 

6.8.1 Institutional recognition 

Many WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners referred to a lack of 

institutional recognition in respect of academic engagement in WBL with 

industry: 

I mean you do as much as you can as the Head of School and say 
thank you and try and formally recognise what's being done but if 
the Institute is to be true to its ambition for excellence in the area 
you'd like to see a lot more practical support put in place. (WBL 
Leader) 

A number of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners indicated money is 

not a significant motivating factor for engagement in the activity or provides 
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them with recognition for their engagement. Some participants believe that 

compared to research there is not a 'value' placed on engagement in WBL 

with industry and it is not given the same recognition: 

Staff are not terribly worried about the money. It's more the 
recognition and it's more the understanding that it's actually 
something they're doing that's valued and that the Institute 
recognises that it's valuable and there isn't any ... for example 
one option might be to give some premium in terms of external 
teaching even in terms of hours allowance rather than actually 
direct payment but again it makes life more difficult for somebody 
in terms of timetabling people but there should be some, some 
incentive for people to be involved in these sort initiatives and who 
put a lot of time and effort which they do and you need your best 
people, you need enthusiastic lecturers .... (WBL Leader) 

as far as I can see so it's a personal interest and you know possibly 
I mean just they're talking about doing part-time courses for the 
unemployed or whatever at this stage so you know I would feel the 
Institute probably don't recognise, you know, give you credit for 
doing these sort of things, I mean there, you know, we can do them 
but nobody's going to say well done, you're not going to get time 
off from your lecturing to do these sort of things, so to a certain 
extent there is no advantage to doing this other than obviously for 
us we get contacts. .. (WBL Academic Practitioner) 

Well I think coming back to our last conversation I think it's a 
lucrative business for the Institute to get involved in. Now I'm sure 
there's politics involved in every aspect of this ... and the way 
the economic climate is going I think the Institute should be more 
proactive in trying to arrange and run these courses because it's 
employment for the teaching staff here and the fact that I have to 
do this during my holidays is you know is a typical example of ... 
you know I could be doing this during the full-time year if you 
have a contract they'd should be putting into your average day 
teaching hours so it means that's the only time used At the moment 
it is really down to the staff whether they volunteer to do this or 
not. (WBL Academic Practitioner) 

According to the Head of the Institute, the Institute has mechanisms by which 

it tries to recognise all achievements in teaching, for example, through its 

excellence in teaching awards and by holding an annual event which 

celebrates teaching and learning generally. He suggested that unlike research 

which has an 'intrinsic' recognition system, for example, through the peer 
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review system of publications and as a "public commodity", the Institute's 

current recognition system require academic colleagues to put themselves 

forward for an award and some colleagues may be reluctant to do this. 

According to one participant it should be possible to develop a system to 

recognise WBL with industry: 

Well there's no metric. It's not that complicated to develop a 
metric but it doesn't exist or nor is it even recognised that there's a 
gap you know. So you should be able to say well okay I don't 
have ten publications in the last three years but I have this 
following thing and it's an equal you know .... (WBL Academic 
Practitioner) 

A number of interviewees referred to a lack of 'visibility' for the activity: 

Because their (that is employers) staff are on leave as well too, 
vacation time it has to almost happen during the academic year. It 
is a big headache. . .. by and large we have done these things on 
the basis of goodwill. For example some of the XX Company 
modules people have delivered, let's say half a module, and have 
said look it's not worth ... don't worry about it ... you know ... 
we chalk it down in a little black book somewhere but we've done 
it on the basis of goodwill. Now goodwill only gets you so far. 
And the problem with that, my main issue with that is, is that it's 
difficult then for visibility within the Institute to show that you're 
doing these things because they're not formally timetabled (WBL 
Leader) 

Academic participants' perceptions surrounding a lack of institutional 

visibility for their engagement in WBL with industry is compounded by the 

fact that, as it is conducted outside of the main academic timetable, WBL 

lecturing hours do not appear on the Institute's computerised timetabling 

system. 
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6.8.2 Academic development 

While a few participants referred to the positive role of the Institute's 

Learning & Teaching Unit which supports the development of learning and 

teaching and provides academic programmes around pedagogical issues, a 

number of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners believe WBL Academic 

Practitioners should be supported to: 

• Return to industry on short sabbaticals; 
• Attend industry conferences and submission of articles to 

industrial journals be given equal status to submission of articles 
to traditional academic peer reviewed journals; 

• Academics should be encouraged to participate on relevant 
industry/professional body committees. 

One WBL Leader said due to Institutional policy they were unable to pay a 

membership fee of a professional body for a WBL Academic Practitioner who 

was responsible for sourcing an industry client which generated income for 

the School. A WBL Academic Practitioner said they have inadequate access 

to online websites which they need. Industry is now subject to the influence 

of globalisation, increased competition, and technology and hence their 

sector is more complex and dynamic and it is challenging to maintain a 

current knowledge base: 

I'd be reading those things on an ongoing basis ... one thing that I 
would like is to be able to have subscriptions to some of the online 
websites which I don't .... (WBL Academic Practitioner). 

There was a very definite sense emanating from WBL practitioners that the 

Institute should be more proactive, innovative and flexible in respect of 

providing relevant professional development opportunities for academics 

engaging in WBL. 
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6.8.3 Institutional supports 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners expressed their dissatisfaction 

at the lack of supports in respect of: 

• Marketing (in order to develop new industry clients) and or 
access to finance to develop the activity; 

• Relationship management (relationship management in the 
context of developing new industry relationships and ongoing 
relationship management in respect of a particular 
programme and the contracting industry client) 

• Project management in respect of budgetary issues, 
registrations, etc; 

• Academic management surrounding the processing of 
assignments, examinations; 

• Operational supports surrounding arrangements for lectures, 
for example difficulties around the booking of lecture rooms, 
ensuring that these rooms have been set up with information 
technology, catering, and photocopying support for 
handouts; 

• Improving the central functional services provided by units 
such as human resources and finance. 

WBL Leaders outlined how they need access to funds to support the 

development of WBL initiatives. The view was expressed that local 

institutional disciplinary units should be responsible for and accountable for 

financial management of budgets and any surpluses which they generate, but 

they should have autonomy in this area subject to adhering to institutional 

procedures. According to a WBL Leader (Science) there are no funds 

available locally to develop the activity and what is needed is access to a 'war 

chest' to support development. Another WBL Leader held a similar view 

adding that each local unit would also have to be fully accountable for how it 

utilised the budget: 

It would be a budget available for development purposes and fully 
accounted, fully transparent, probably signed off by .... (WBL 
Leader, Business) 
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Some WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners expressed concern that 

the Institute's unit costing system did not take into account all the 

benefits of undertaking WBL activity such as developing relationships 

with industry and also gaining access to up-to-date equipment: 

The other area is in the area of costing where we are now being told 
there is a 25% overhead in cost and from a purely accounting 
perspective that's fine but the value that we get as a Department is 
not, it doesn't have just euro in value it has the interaction, it has 
how we can pull in, I mean we got more than three XXX 
(equipment) from YYY company over the last while, how do you 
do that, how do you gain that .... (WBL Leader, Engineering). 

WBL Leaders and WBL Academic Practitioners with responsibility for 

the day-to-day management of a programme reported they have very little 

support in respect of relationship and project management: 

I suppose it's a fashionable item at this stage that research is 
unquestioned and I would see that things like, other areas, others 
types of interventions such as training, consultancy, enterprise 
work would be very much the poor relation but yet that is the area 
I would see as being, having best potential to bring in the finance 
to support what they do. Research is all very well but unless you 
have world class research any research you do is secondary, is 
second level. (WBL Leader, Business) 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners say they have virtually no 

administrative support: 

If you do set up an office, if we have to set up an office, to do a 
project with XX Company and there were you know a record was 
being kept it basically comes down to Name of Interviewee you 
know and keeping the files and you've gotten ask the question is 
that sensible and you know it's certainly not going to happen, you 
wouldn't pay me £100,000 a year for filing I can tell you if I was 
employing me I would say sorry this is a complete waste of your 
time. I would not employ me to do this I would regard it as a 
waste of money, a complete waste of money. I'd be having me do 
other things. (WBL Leader, Built Environment) 
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Oh on your own definitely. If the overhead doesn't work you've 
no backup, you're trying to get somebody in IT, you've got to get 
a room, it's hard to get a room, there's no room dedicated to ... 
your fighting for rooms, half a morning in one room, the afternoon 
somewhere else ... getting labs open ... Saturdays now is a 
problem ... charge you for opening the building so we're trying 
to reorganise so it's not on a Saturday ... that to me is a problem 
it should be a centralised ... courses running what ... between 
€70,000 to €100,000 for a course that's a lot of money and we've 
got a good reputation so I don't see why there isn't a central 
resource, like a room for example. .. and we should have 
facilities I don't see why I have to run around looking for a flip 
chart for half a day, we don't have one ... markers ... you know 
it's all those little ... other places you go to ... if I go to a 
conference or something ... it's all there ... everything's done .. 

And the second thing is there should be a resource like a secretary 
or somebody who should take the names, why do I have to do the 
registrations, why do I have to do the exams, why do I have to ... 
you know I have to prepare the exams, I don't mean prepare them, 
I don't get any allowance for ... hours wise ... I still do my full 
16 hours and on top of this I to prepare their exams, I'm their 
point of contact ... I get about at this stage 40, 50 calls a week or 
emails that I've to deal with ... you know ... I can't sit the exam 
today or next week because of different reasons ... I don't know 
why I have to deal with all of this ... it should be some central 
resource ... ring up here, if you have any problems. The fact is if 
you have any problems you ring me and then I've to deal with all 
the problems and all the students and if anything goes wrong it's 
my fault so ... but I've no budget either ... (WBL Academic 
Practitioner) 

Two Schools had availed of project management support from two units 

within the Institute and expressed satisfaction with this experience. 

WBL Leaders roles indicate they favour supports which were either 

based within their School or shared among a group of local Schools. A 

WBL Leader (Built Environment) that if a support unit is provided 

centrally this can be problematic in that the staff within the unit may 

effectively be reporting to both a local and a central manager and 

contlict may arise. While the views of those in leadership roles varied 

- 186-



as to how best they could be supported what was important to them was 

familiarity with the work of the School so they did not have to as one 

WBL Leader said 'rehearse' issues every time they liaise with key 

personnel. One WBL Leader said they also recommend that other 

support services such as human resources and finance have a key 

contact person for each School: 

So while there is a function for central services I think there should 
be a point of contact, there should be a person who's appointed if 
you like who literally walks the corridors, comes in to see the Head 
of School. .. who is familiar with what's happening, what the 
operation is, what the issues are, rather than me having to rehearse 
it every time when I get somebody else on the phone in HR, you 
know there's a change of personnel, there's a change in Finance or 
whatever it might be you've to explain the situation again to 
somebody who may not be familiar with the legacy of what 
happened in the past, who may not be familiar with what was set 
up etc. (WBL Leader, Science) 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners expressed dissatisfaction 

surrounding bureaucratic procedures, lack of familiarity with the nature of 

the work, and delays in respect of academic staff being paid and invoicing 

of the client company. One WBL Leader outlined how they have attempted 

to tackle the problem of payments to staff and invoicing: 

Yes and there's been a few sad situations where lecturers haven't 
got paid or by the time the invoice comes in the company are 
saying well when was that for and whatever. However we have 
worked with our Accounts here. .. and we now have a much 
more streamlined situation that at least we can account for it but 
we're still working on that though you know .... (WBL Leader) 

If we could cut out the bureaucracy but we can't we're stuck with 
it. But also even invoicing the company is an issue. The company 
wants to requisition straight away but that doesn't happen there's 
so many different people in the Institute and it sits on somebody's 
. .. desk in ... and sent back .... (WBL Academic Practitioner) 

Functional Leaders referred to an institutional initiative in development 

for a few years which it is hoped will provide a more flexible 
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administrative service to the academic community. While this initiative 

may eventually provide greater flexibility in respect of administrative 

services its development would need to take account the needs of the 

stakeholders in WBL with industry (the academics, the industry 

representatives, and the students) and also have an understanding of the 

important role of relationship building which has been identified as a key 

success factor in WBL partnerships. 

6.9 The Workplace as a source of and site for learning -
possibilities, constraints and costs 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners agree that while the workplace 

provides opportunities for the integration of work-based experiences into 

WBL programmes they had encountered situations where the workplace did 

not provide adequate or appropriate learning experiences for the students. In 

one instances, issues outside of the remit of the programme affected students' 

attitudes towards it. 

A WBL Academic Practitioner outlined how the nature of work and or 

seniority of students/employees within organisations may vary and this can 

affect the quality of assignments which students produce.. This was not 

the fault of the student/employee: 

and the quality of work he was doing was you know just so 
quantum leaps ahead but yet this student here was doing as good as 
they could in that environment ... how do you grade that ... do 
you give this person higher marks because they happen to be in a 
more senior position and therefore. .. and that was a debate and I 
don't think it was ever resolved .... (WBL Academic Practitioner) 

- 188 -



As was outlined earlier, in the case of one programme the issue of 

students/employees on an in-company programme taking an examination in 

respect of one particularly challenging module became contentious with the 

students/employees refusing to take the examination and the company 

unwilling to consider other assessment options. The WBL Academic 

Practitioners involved in the programme believes that as some more junior 

students/employees performed better on the earlier examinations this may 

have been a contributing factor in making the particular examination 

contentious: 

Another thing I think I suspect sometime in the end some senior 
staff got far worse marks than some of the junior staff. People who 
are working to people got better marks than the people who were 
supervising .... 

And I ... a bit of me suspects that as well like some people who 
were highly regarded or who regarded themselves highly didn't do 
as well as they thought they could and they became very frightened 
over this other module which is probably the more rigorous of 
the .... (WBL Academic Practitioner) 

This WBL Academic Practitioner suggested piloting the programme first 

with a smaller group might have helped avoid the situation (although there 

were other difficulties surrounding the programme which were internal to the 

company and outside of the remit of the School). 

There is a need to address how intrinsic differences in roles and work 

environment which, through no fault of the stakeholders in a programme, may 

impact on the learning opportunities available to the student/employee. 

Perhaps promoting and supporting intra and inter-company co-operation 

around sharing learning opportunities might be explored as co-operation 

could contribute to the development of the sector. Although as one WBL 
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Academic Practitioner (Science) indicated co-operative learning provision 

among companies from the same sector is sometimes met with concern from 

employers that talented employees on a programme may be head hunted and 

move to a competitor. 

Generally WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners indicated they believe 

that top management commitment is essential for the success of WBL 

programmes: 

If it's seen as just another thing which you know HR has dreamed 
up it's dead in the water, so there's little things apart from making 
time available and obviously giving supports for it there's a lot of 
signals the organisation has to give showing that this is (a) a 
serious initiative and (b) one that they value. Many of the 
students or participants who have gone on the programme would 
have used this as a platform to bring themselves to the attention of 
senior management and also as a stepping stone for promotion. I 
think if they build in, if organisations build in this learning type 
habit as part of their culture well then, you know, they don't need 
to do an awful lot more. (WBL Leader, Business) 

A WBL Practitioner (Business) said when students have positive engagement 

with managers when undertaking work-based learning assignments the 

quality of these assignments is enhanced: 

Mostly it's kind of mentoring and sometimes not even that you 
know they'd get an odd bit of help ... I notice when the 
assignments come back sometimes you can see students have 
spoken with their managers, in some companies it's great and 
students get a great lot of help, others aren't so good and we try 
and encourage that because if they're not getting some kind of ... 
because some students wouldn't have sat in a classroom or 
listened to a lecture for years, twenty, thirty years, some of them 
they find it very nerve racking, and we try and make the first 
module as simple, not simple in its content, but as stress free as 
possible for them, and if the companies are helping, if they're 
mentoring in the background, there's a backup in the company. it 
helps. (WBL Academic Practitioner, Business) 
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Particularly for the company, yeah and it sort of ... they see what 
they're getting you know it's what they're getting for their buck, 
their dollar and you're kind of ... you find ... I find that the 
companies who engage more are the ones that are actually better 
at this, their students seem to be better, their students would be 
more motivated, morale is high, they see the benefit to the 
company and they're always looking for the angle as to how 
we'd add value to the company you know ... bottom line. (WBL 
Academic Practitioner, Business) 

WBL Academic Practitioners (Business and Science) referred to the use of 

workplace mentors to support students/employees. WBL Academic 

Practitioners said while some training had been provided for mentors its 

provision is uneven and it is difficult to get mentors to attend at the Institute 

for training: 

Very hard to get these fellas to come in ... it's genderless ... it's 
male and female ... it's very hard to get these fell as to come in 
and sit down and somebody to start talking education theory to 
them or whatever learning theory or learning mode and then it's 
more difficult even when they go back to the workplace to get 
them to do it right. It's a bit hit and miss with us. I'd be telling a 
lie. Now if you can get me somebody who'll put their hand on 
their heart and say that industry mentoring, you know, is a hundred 
per cent successful, I'd be a bit suspicious. (WBL Academic 
Practitioner, Business) 

WBL Academic Practitioner reported that mentors are sometimes selected 

based on their willingness to undertake the role and not necessarily on the 

basis of their suitability for it. WBL Academic Practitioners indicated that 

students who are returning to learning need support and also some 

students/employees may need company support to access suitable work-

based experiences. Participants commented that the roles of 

students/employees vary in respect of complexity and demands. The findings 

highlight the importance of the role of managers and mentors in supporting 

student/employee learning and the need to ensure all who are involved in the 
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programme, either directly or indirectly, understand the role they play and 

where appropriate, as in the case of company-based mentors, are encouraged 

to participate in programmes aimed at their own development. 

WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners reported there is anecdotal 

evidence to suggest that as a result of participation on a WBL programme 

participants are promoted. Through undertaking work -based projects 

participants may come to the attention of senior management and may be 

promoted. WBL learning presents challenges for practitioners. One WBL 

Leader said their role is to provide an education programme to students and 

not to measure whether it has resulted in improvements in employees' 

performance which he described as being 'something different' . 

WBL Leaders and WBL Practitioners regularly referred to the demands on 

their time to develop understanding of, and relationships, with a company. 

WBL Academic Practitioners also outlined how in some cases a lack of time 

impacts on their ability to get to know students' strengths and weaknesses 

with this being particularly difficult with a short WBL programme. Time was 

also referred to as being necessary for students/employees in order for them to 

have opportunity to reflect on what they had learnt in the classroom and in the 

workplace. One WBL Practitioner observed that sometimes when they 

received feedback from students saying the material they delivered had been 

too theoretical when they explored the background of the student they often 

found the WBL programme was the student's first experience of higher 

education. 
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Some WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners reported companies have 

better facilities for lectures than those which are available in the Institute. 

However, WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners said aside from 

encouraging students to feel they are part of the Institute, for those who had 

never attended higher education before, having lectures in an academic 

setting supported the students' developing pride in, and confidence around, 

their participation in a higher education programme. 

A few WBL Academic Practitioners suggested there should be greater use of 

online learning resources to support student learning. Currently usage tended 

to be limited, for example, to putting lecture notes online. Due to pressure on 

time, and also sometimes different geographic locations, it can be difficult for 

students to have interaction outside of their formal lectures. A WBL 

Academic Practitioner (Business) said on one programme said they believe 

they have been remiss in not arranging some social activities for the students. 

6.10 Summary 

The Institute's engagement in industry partnership is complex. Structurally 

there is variation in the types of partnerships with differences in the types of 

organisations, the size of organisations, the geographic spread of 

organisations, and in some cases, diversity among the types of employers who 

are members of the partnership. This structural variation in partnerships 

presents challenges for WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners in respect 

of promoting and sustaining employer involvement and student learning. 
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Not only is partnership structurally complex but for a REI with 

credential ising power, such as this Institute, involves engaging in 

collaboration with industry involving the co-operative sharing of resources, 

while still through its credentialising powers having ultimate responsibility 

for the quality of programmes. This responsibility necessitates the HEI 

retaining control and independence over key aspects of programme 

development and delivery which impact on the quality of student learning and 

hence the integrity of its awards systems. 

While partnership involves collaboration and joint problem solving for the 

HEI it also involves sensitive negotiation and intervention in order to ensure 

students' learning is at the level appropriate to the particular programme. The 

workplace does not always provide suitable learning opportunities for 

students/employees and its capacity to do so may be constrained or limited 

due to the presence of issues outside of the WBL programme. On occasions 

workplace learning opportunities may be underdeveloped due to the quality of 

managerial or mentor support. 

There is some evidence that while institutionally WBL with industry is 

encouraged that academically WBL Academic Practitioners still feel they 

have to defend WBL programmes as being of a comparable standard to other 

'mainstream' programmes within the Institute. Greater availability of student 

supports, especially around return to learning type skills, such as study skills 

and writing assignments, would support student learning and reduce the 
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burden of responsibility on the WBL Academic Practitioners, who in some 

cases, are trying to support a diverse profile of students. 

Much stress was placed on by WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners that 

successful partnerships require the 'right' academic team. It was suggested 

the team should also include representatives from relevant support services in 

order to promote understanding, commitment and integration of the 

programme into the Institute's administrative systems. Academic team 

members need to have contemporary industry knowledge and be willing to 

engage with and ensure the engagement of employers, sometimes over several 

years. WBL with industry is challenging in terms of the demands it places 

on WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners. The majority of WBL Leaders 

and Academic Practitioners have acquired considerable knowledge and skills 

in the area of partnering with industry. This knowledge and skill has been 

acquired through experience with some informal support from colleagues. 

While Academic Practitioners are enthusiastic about WBL partnerships with 

industry they have at times experienced difficulties which they feel they have 

had to resolve themselves. Participants do not appear to have received any 

formal training in the development and management of partnerships. 

Much emphasis was placed on the efforts and resources required in order to 

engage in partnerships, such as, long term commitment, relationship 

building, active engagement with employers, and the supports required by the 

students and managers/mentors. While all participants are committed to 

WBL with industry there was a strong feeling among WBL Leaders and 
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Academic Practitioners that the activity is under-resourced and this is 

compounded by WBL Academic Leaders' and Academic Practitioners' 

perceptions that the Institute does not recognise their efforts. 
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PART III 
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Chapter 7 

Discussion 

7.1 Introduction 

Chapters 2 and 3, the Contextual Review and the Literature Review, 

respectively formed the basis for the development of the conceptual 

framework. The conceptual framework highlighted how the academy's 

engagement in WBL with industry challenges its role in knowledge 

production and transmission and that higher education is under increasing 

pressure to meet the needs of the knowledge economy. Among the challenges 

which the literature outlines in respect of WBL are: 

Work-based learning interferes with academic protocols for knowledge 
production and transmission (Hager, 2000); 

Academic communities of practice have a strong commitment to 
academic protocols for knowledge production and transmission and 
while language/behaviour may change values may not (Henkel, 2000; 
Paterson, 2003; Bennich-Bjorkman, 2007). 

Academics feel vulnerable that their knowledge may be judged and 
found deficient by external knowledge producers (Boud and Symes, 
2000); 

Meeting the needs of employers results in a commodification of 
knowledge (McIntyre and Solomon, 2000); 

Meeting the needs of employers may result in the exclusion of some 
of the educational needs of the students/employees (Casey, 2003) 

The service role of adult higher education is being transformed to a 
commercial activity (Einsiedel, 1998; Gustavs and Clegg, 2005); 

While the WBL Academic Participants in this research did not present WBL 

as an unproblematic activity their main concerns, as outlined in the 
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findings, do not mirror the sorts of concerns as highlighted in the literature 

or are viewed as problems which could be addressed. WBL Academic 

Participants presented as being constrained from engaging in WBL and argue 

that by engaging in the activity they are supported to remain 

contemporaneous and close to practice. WBL Academic Participants 

strongly feel that their engagement in WBL does not get institutional 

recognition and challenges which the activity presents for their HEI could be 

ameliorated, according to the WBL Academic Participants, if institutional 

and industry-based recognition and supports were enhanced. There is 

therefore a sharp difference in emphasis between the beliefs of the WBL 

Academic Practitioners around engagement in WBL with industry and 

sources of tension which they experience and the concerns and tensions 

outlined in the literature. 

It is argued that the dissonance between the concepts and concerns 

highlighted in the literature review and the findings in this research are 

suggestive of two issues. Firstly, the benefits of members of the academy 

engaging in WBL with industry may be an overlooked and under-researched 

aspect of WBL. Secondly, the WBL academic participants interviewed for 

this research study belong to an institution with a long tradition of 

engagement with industry and professional bodies but which now aspires to 

obtaining technological university status. The WBL Academic Participants' 

beliefs around the status and recognition of their engagement in WBL may be 

indicative of the complex operating environment of higher education 

institutions which are seeking university or technological university status. 

Research carried out by Boyd (2010) among newly appointed lecturers in 
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teacher and nurse education indicates that these newly appointed lecturers are 

anxious to remain connected to professional practice and experience tension 

over their role as lecturers preferring to retain their identity as practitioners. 

This may help to explain that while not discounting the challenges of 

engaging in WBL with industry, that the WBL Academic Participants due to 

biography and tradition, closely identify with industry as a source of 

contemporary knowledge in their field and wish to remain connected to 

practice. While originally European universities were providers of 

vocational education in law, theology and medicine, as the higher education 

sector evolved the HEI system itself, as in Ireland, became divided into elite, 

research intensive universities and other types of institutions, such as the 

institute of technology sector, which were viewed as providing more applied 

and vocational education (CEDEFOP,2011). The university sector is vying 

to be seen as providing relevant programmes (Brennan, 2011) and other parts 

of the higher education sector, such as the institute of technology sector, are 

seeking to enhance their status due to increasing awareness of international 

rankings of higher educational institutions and are seeking university or 

technological university status. 

The divergence between the issues highlighted in the literature review and the 

findings represent, it is argued, new dimensions to the field of WBL. The 

evolving role and structure of the HEI system itself, as it grapples with 

addressing new challenges and change, is perhaps exemplified by the 

experience of the WBL Academic Participants in this research as they 

experience the evolving role of their own institution, which for them is 

experienced as a reduction in the importance of an activity participation ill 
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which supports the maintenance of their identity. Bennett & Kane (2009), 

who researched employer engagement practices of UK business schools and 

departments, commented that they could not source research on factors 

related to why universities engage with employers. The findings of this 

research are indicative of the complex HEI operating environment in which 

WBL is being undertaken and suggest that further research should be 

undertaken. 

The remainder of this Chapter is divided into four sections with the key 

issues under discussion in each of the sections highlighted in bold. Section 

7.2 discusses the implications of WBL Leaders' and Academic Practitioners' 

motivation to engage in WBL with industry as part of their professional 

development which they maintain enhances institutional curricula generally. 

Section 7.3 then considers the findings in respect of the influence of the 

biography of the academic participants and School tradition on their 

engagement in WBL with industry. It also considers the tensions which the 

findings suggest are present between institutional and School understandings 

of the contribution of WBL with industry to academic development. Section 

7.4 discusses the opportunities, challenges and limitations which the findings 

suggest in respect of HEIs' engagement in WBL partnerships with industry. 

Finally, section 7.5 reflects on the opportunities, challenges, and limitations in 

respect of the workplace as a source of and site for WBL programmes. 
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7.2 For WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners engaging 
in WBL curriculum development and delivery with industry is 
a mode of academic development which informs institutional 
curricula generally. The findings from this research study 
indicate academic involvement in WBL with industry is 
mainly undertaken as a reactive and voluntary activity. This 
raises questions in respect of the effectiveness of national and 
institutional strategies to support knowledge exchange with 
implications for workforce development. 

The study highlights that WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners engage 

with industry on WBL curriculum development and delivery as they argue 

this engagement provides them with access to contemporary knowledge 

which informs the development of curricula within their Schools. The 

study also shows how in some cases WBL Academic Practitioners rely on 

industry to provide them with access to up-to-date equipment and industry-

based training. By collaborating, for example with industry on WBL 

initiatives, parties may accrue individual stakeholder benefits, but 

collaboration also has the potential to add value beyond individual 

stakeholder benefits (Smith and Betts, 2000). While some of the academic 

community may be reluctant to engage in WBL with industry due to concerns 

that their knowledge base may be threatened (Boud and Symes, 2000), the 

participants in this study, who have considerable experience in the area, are 

more concerned that their Institute enhances the conditions under which they 

engage in WBL with industry. 

The emergence of mode 2 knowledge production wherein knowledge 

production is a transdisciplinary activity involving many stakeholders with an 

emphasis on the practical and tacit nature of knowledge (Gibbons et aI, 199.+) 
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has brought about significant changes in respect of both how knowledge is 

conceptualised and work is organised (Casey, 1999; Matthews and Candy, 

1999). Knowledge is viewed as a commodity (Houlbrook, 2009). 

Organisations and governments recognise it is people who create new 

knowledge. The capacity of a nation's human resources to create new 

knowledge has focussed attention on human resource development. 

Organisations and government understand if its human resources do not have 

the capacity to develop new knowledge, or if key personnel leave an 

organisation, this reduces the capacity to compete (Brown, 1999; Matthews 

and Candy, 1999; Enterprise Strategy Group, 2004). For many years 

higher education has been called on both to ensure undergraduates acquire 

knowledge and skills which support their addressing complex problems in a 

fast paced environment and also to contribute to the ongoing development 

needs of the labour market (Teichler, 1999; Miron, 2008; Roodhouse, 2010a). 

More recently in Ireland due to the recession there has been renewed 

recognition of the role of Ireland's human resources in economic recovery 

and its importance in building a 'Smart Economy' (Department of the 

TaoiseachiGovernment of Ireland, 2008; Forfas, 2010; Government of 

Ireland,2010). 

WBL Leaders and WBL Academic Practitioners attach considerable 

importance to the role which they believe WBL with industry plays in 

academic development. However, according to participants the activity is 

primarily undertaken on a reactive basis with academic participation in WBL 

with industry voluntary. The emphasis which participants placed on their 
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belief that WBL with industry is a mode of academic development surprised 

me. It suggests while WBL Academic Practitioners may be concerned to gain 

from participation in WBL programmes (Gustavs and Clegg, 2005) their 

concern is based on accruing professional, rather than financial, benefits. 

According to WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners participating in WBL 

curriculum development and delivery with industry is a bridge from theory to 

practice. Their involvement provides them with access to new developments 

in their field and insights into practice. Ongoing in vol vement in WBL with 

industry avoids the struggle experienced by some academics of trying to 

break into the strong groups, language and behavioural norms of some 

industries (Kinman and Kinman, 2001). The literature on work-based 

learning tends to focus on challenges surrounding supporting students' 

learning such as developing students' ability to theorise practice and 

particularise theory' (Slotte and Tynjala, 2003). It may be challenging for 

some academics to teach industry-based students. For example, it is difficult 

to separate propositional knowledge from practical know-how (Eraut, 1994; 

Eraut, 2001). Supporting students to codify what they may present as a list of 

processes resulting from their professional action may be an untidy teaching 

and learning experience for some academics. Students' experiences are 

unlikely to be neatly confined to disciplinary boundaries or presented as a 

sequentially and logically codified case study. The notion of WBL being 

transdisciplinary akin to mode 2 knowledge production (Gibbons et aI, 1994; 

Lester and Costley, 2010), the situatedness of the learner in the workplace 

(Boud, 2001), and the challenge of meeting the codification requirements of 
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higher education make for a challenging work environment for the WBL 

Academic Practitioner. There was widespread recognition among WBL 

Academic Practitioners that involvement in WBL programmes with industry 

informs their practice. These WBL Practitioners presented as being 

comfortable with their multiple roles of facilitator, expert and academic 

consultant while also to some degree being a 'student' themselves (Lester 

and Costley, 2010). 

Participants referred to two important concepts. Firstly, the notion of being 

kept up to date with new developments in their field. Secondly, the notion of 

acquiring knowledge of practice. As referred to in Chapter 5, 

academic participants indicated they wish to engage in WBL with industry in 

order to access contemporary knowledge and to remain connected to 

practice, and their concern is around being facilitated to do so. This is 

important and is subtly different to academic participants having presented 

arguments around deficiencies in academic constructions of knowledge or 

that industry's construction of knowledge is superior. Very simply academic 

participants indicated that they want timely access to contemporary 

developments in industry and exposure to practice. It is worth noting here 

that further research is required in order to unpick WBL academic 

participants' construction of contemporary knowledge and whether there are 

disciplinary differences in its construction. 

Functional leaders consider it is 'inherent' in the role of an academic that they 

remain contemporaneous. Some WBL academic practitioners believe 
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traditional modes of academic development are either insufficient or, as 

outlined by one WBL Academic Practitioner in the case of academic 

publications, not available in a timely fashion. It is argued that how 

academics are supported to remain contemporaneous requires not just 

appreciation of how new knowledge is produced and applied but importantly 

considers whether current modes of academic development facilitate 

knowledge exchange from industry to higher education. Research suggests 

the academic community is favourably disposed towards collaborative 

academic development as an important and preferred mode of academic 

development (Ferman, 2010). However, collaborative development with 

external non-academic partners as a mode of academic development outside 

of research activity does not appear to feature greatly in the literature on 

academic development. Ironically while academics themselves may be given 

autonomy for the choices they make in respect of their development this 

autonomy may reduce the responsibility of their institutions to either monitor 

or provide conditions of employment which support their development. 

Fowler Davis suggests that HEIs confront "a range of competing priorities, in 

relation to academic workload, income generation and academic credibility 

alongside any energy or vision to become enterprising" (Fowler Davis, 2009, 

p. 683). Involvement in 'enterprise' activity, such as continuing professional 

development, is sometimes considered less 'relevant' in comparison to 

research. In the United Kingdom the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) is 

seen as a driving force for research activity with financial and reputational 

incentives (Fowler Davis, 2009). Discussion is taking place surrounding 
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knowledge exchange and the funding of third stream activity (Innovative 

Research Universities Australia Discussion Paper, 2005; Public & Corporate 

Economic Consultants and the Centre for Business Research, University of 

Cambridge,2010). However, the potential value of knowledge exchange 

through engagement in WBL curriculum development and delivery with 

industry is, I would argue, underexploited. Unless WBL with industry is 

recognised as an institutional priority, when individual (academic) employees 

leave the activity, the HErs relationships with an employer can be vulnerable 

(Higher Education Academy, 2006). Some WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners believe their Institute's recruitment policy has shifted from a 

focus on recruiting experienced industry practitioners to recruiting 'career 

academics'. During the course of interviews participants indicated they 

believe the work they do in the field of WBL goes unrecognised and does 

not get the same status as research. It is interesting that the recent National 

Strategy for Higher Education 2030 (Report of the Strategy Group January, 

2011) recommends greater inward and outward staff mobility between HEIs 

and wider society. However bearing mind the financial pressures on higher 

education with a moratorium on recruitment it may be challenging to do this. 

Perhaps any income generated from WBL with industry should be utilised to 

fund those who engage in the activity to take placements in industry or to 

undertake research in the field. 

Outside of Ireland, promotion of WBL has found to be strongest among 

institutes with a 'pragmatic outlook' and especially among former 

polytechnics in the United Kingdom or in the former institutes of technology 

in Australia which, compared to the universities, have promoted closer links 
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with industry (Boud and Symes, 2000). The Irish government's Strategic 

Innovation Fund (SIP) is providing investment to HEIs to enable them "to 

meet the challenges presented by the changing social and economic realities 

while building on their existing strengths" (Education in Employment, SIP, 

2008, p.3). Over twenty years ago McFarlane commented that the advent of 

the knowledge and learning society implied the greatest portion of post­

compulsory education would take place in work (McFarlane, 1998). 

Functional Leaders referred to the pressure on the Institute's resources and to 

the lack of a national funding policy which would support the capacity of the 

Institute to enhance its delivery of WBL programmes with industry. What is 

needed is a coherent and consistent policy of investment at national level in 

order to ensure higher education can contribute to workforce development 

and has staff with the necessary skills to do so while it also fulfils its 

traditional teaching provision to undergraduates (Eyres et aI, 2008). 

While there is extensive literature on work-based learning it is difficult to 

source literature which has examined work-based learning from the 

perspective of developments in Ireland. There are signs this is changing 

and a recent study of work-based learning (which was funded under SIP), 

Work-based Learning Graduating Through the Workplace, 2008, used 

case studies based on a number of Irish HEIs establishing a partnership as 

part of the project. There is a need for on-going research and 

dissemination around the different types of relationships HErs form with 

industry, how these relationships develop and their impact on the 

curriculum. Sectoral approaches to learning open up opportunities for 
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access and progression for all employees and are especially important to 

sectors that may not traditionally have had relationships with higher 

education (Challis, 2007). 

Having the different types of WBL engagement with industry embedded in 

different Schools avoids the fragility of commitment to the activity when it is 

located in a separate institutional unit (Gustavs and Clegg, 2005). However, 

the absence of permanent institutional structures to support cross School 

sharing of practice does limits opportunities for sharing practice. Boud and 

Solomon (2001) have outlined the reason for the gap between WBL and 

collaborative research as being structural, that is, WBL is part of teaching and 

learning and research is located in the areas of research and consultancy. 

7.3. The findings indicate the biography of academic 
participants and/or their Schoo1/Department tradition 
influence academic practitioners' engagement in WBL with 
industry and its location as part of their Schoo1/Department 
service function. There is evidence of difference and tension 
between institutional and School understandings of the 
contribution of WBL with industry to academic development. 
Pressure on institutional finances suggest WBL with industry 
may be reconceptualised as an income generator 

This section discusses the role of biography and school tradition in promoting 

WBL Academic Practitioners' engagement in WBL curriculum development 

and delivery with industry and also its role in academic conceptualisations of 

service. The study indicates there are tensions and pressures surrounding 

academic participants and institutional perceptions on the role of WBL with 

industry. 
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7.3.1 The role of biography and school tradition on WBL Academic 
Practitioners' engagement in WBL with industry and tensions between 
School and institutional perceptions around the role and recognition of 
engagement 

As outlined in the findings and analysis the study found the majority of WBL 

Leaders and Academic Practitioners have early career experience of working 

in industry, and joined Schools which already had close association with 

industry and engagement in part-time education. Despite the fact that for the 

majority of these WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners it has been many 

years since they worked in industry their early career experience in industry 

continues to influence their desire to remain connected with industry. This 

study did not set out to research the career choices of academics on joining a 

higher educational institute. So the findings are limited to what has motivated 

these particular WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners to engage in WBL 

with industry. It could be argued that this particular group of WBL Academic 

Practitioners may, in different circumstances, have followed different career 

paths. Despite this limitation the study does indicate that among the WBL 

Academic Practitioners there is confluence between an area they are 

interested in and an activity their School wishes to engage in. 

On joining their Schools WBL Academic Practitioners were facilitated to 

continue their interest in remaining close to practice and may have avoided 

a diminution of their identity, or feelings of conflict, which some 

professionals experience on joining HEIs as novices in an academic world 

(Shreeve, 2011). Research has shown that the early career experience of 

probationary lecturers, which is under-researched, influences the identity 

formation of lecturers. that the influences of the department are 
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'fundamental' to its formation, and early career experience of lecturers can 

vary within the same institution (Smith, 2010). 

It has been argued that when considering issues around academic 

development "allegiance to professional bodies in conjunction with the 

weight academics give to being knowledgeable and up-to-date in their 

subject area can significantly influence their approaches to academic 

development" (Crawford, 2010, p.193). It was found that an institution's 

historical context was less important in respect of its influence on 

professional development than professional background. However, 

institutional context was relevant in respect of how institutions respond to 

academic development needs in terms of setting values and priorities 

(Crawford, 2010, pp. 198-199). This study shows how WBL Academic 

Practitioners are facilitated at local School level with continuing their 

connections with practice and any dissonance that exists relates to WBL 

Leaders' and Academic Practitioners' beliefs that institutionally their 

efforts go unrecognised. One WBL Practitioner pointed to the failure of the 

Institute to develop more inclusive metrics for scholarly output which 

would recognise the work of WBL Academic Practitioners. 

Defining what academic development is has been described as problematic 

(Macdonald,2002). In respect of academic practice which relates to 

teaching there is now a scholarship of teaching which has grown not only in 

terms of its popUlarity (Kreber, 2005) but also in respect of approach, that is, 

the development of generic teaching and learning programmes which are 
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particularly aimed at newly recruited academics (Healey and Jenkins, 2002). 

In the Institute where this research study was undertaken there is such a 

generic programme which is mandatory for newly recruited academics. There 

is recognition that "disciplinary differences are evident at the very beginning 

of an academic career" with professionals who join academic institutions 

having worked as practitioners for a number of years and may not possess a 

PhD. Academics in the 'pure' subjects areas are required to obtain a PhD 

and are concerned with the prestige of Departments and Institutions they are 

associated with (Becher and Trowler, 2001). There is also a growing 

recognition of disciplinary differences in respect of academic development 

needs (Healey and Jenkins, 2002). While there is a place for generic 

programmes to support academic development this study suggests that 

institutional academic development planning should take into account that 

different disciplines may have different development needs and that 

individual academics will make different choices in respect of their careers. 

Depending on their career path academics within the same discipline and 

School may have different development needs. In the UK research has found 

there is a disconnection between the issues which academics perceive as 

important to their careers and human resource discourses (Strike and Taylor, 

2009). Becher and Trowler observe "a common finding of studies of what 

motivates academic researchers that what moves them is primarily factors 

intrinsic to the discipline itself, particularly the desire to develop a reputation 

in the field and to contribute significantly to it" (Becher and Trowler, 2001, 

p.75). 
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Academics are part of disciplines based in a unit, the department, there is 

potential for tension between the local departmental and the more distant 

institutional influences on identity formation (Henkel, 2000). Some 

professionals who join HEIs wish to continue their association with 

professional practice, but this can reduce the time available for research and 

continuing professional education (Eraut, 1994). This study suggests that 

what 'moves' WBL Academic Practitioners are initiatives which support their 

remaining close to their sectors and/or professions with this proximity to 

practice sustaining their identity and their feelings of credibility with their 

industry. There are calls for HEIs to reconsider approaches to teaching, 

curriculum and assessment in light of changes in knowledge production and 

the organisation of work (Boulton-Lewis, Pillay and Wilss, 2006). This 

study indicates there is a deficit in respect of understanding of the 

development needs of WBL Academic Practitioners. There is a need to listen 

to and research the 'voices from below', that is, the voices of WBL 

Academic Practitioners (Crawford, 2010). Considering the mature profile of 

many participants in this study, if higher education's engagement in WBL 

with industry is a national and institutional priority, then steps need to be 

taken to ensure there is an adequate supply of academics interested in, and 

supported to, undertake such work. 

7.3.2 Pressure on institutional finances suggest that WBL with industry 
as part of a SchoollInstitutional service role may be reconceptualised as a 
potential income generator. 

This study found that aside from a desire to continue their connection with 

industry as a mode of academic development to inform the curriculum, 

among academic participants there was also a keen sense of serving the needs 
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of the members of their profession and/or part-time students, especially 

alumni. Further WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners demonstrate a 

good deal of empathy with the needs of part-time students and are especially 

concerned that students attending higher education for the first time are 

provided with appropriate supports. Indeed there is a sense emanating from 

WBL Leaders that currently part-time students, who in this case happen to be 

part of a programme initiated and funded by their employer, do not receive 

the same level of support services provided to full-time students. WBL 

Leaders and Academic Practitioners understand that apart from the demands 

of being a student, WBL students have many other demands on their time. 

While it has been argued that the service role of adult higher education is 

being transformed to a commercial activity (Einsiedel, 1998; Gustavs and 

Clegg, 2005) the study shows WBLlLeaders and WBL Academic 

Practitioners primary motivation to engage in this activity is around academic 

development to inform the curriculum and to serve the needs of their 

profession/alumni or industry. A few participants alluded to the potential of 

WBL with industry to generate additional income and Functional Leaders 

also referred to the pressure on the Institute's finances. WBL Leaders and 

WBL Practitioners regularly referred to the demands on their time to develop 

understanding of and relationships with a company. WBL is not an 

inexpensive way to deliver education (Boud, 2006). The Conference Report 

of the proceedings of the Roadmap for Employment - Academic Partnerships 

(REAP) called for improvements in the Irish funding model for part-time 

education in order to address inequities in the system. It also invited debate 
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around issues such as the development of appropriate and sustainable 

mechanisms to fund continuing education initiatives with industry (REAP 

Report of Conference Proceedings, 2010). This research study suggests any 

additional income generated from WBL with industry should be reinvested in 

supporting the enhancement of services provided to students on WBL 

programmes. Also when considering the costs and potential for income what 

also needs to be taken into account are the unmeasured benefits around 

knowledge exchange to inform the curriculum, other resources supplied by 

industry, such as equipment and access to industry training provided by 

industry to some Schools, and the enhancement of the Institute's reputation 

to prospective students and employers. 

Pressure on higher education's finances, resulting in HEIs' engagement with 

industry being motivated by its potential to provide HEIs with additional 

income, causes some to be concerned about the closer relationships 

developing between employers and HEIs, as it is argued, this may result 

in the commodification of knowledge (McIntyre and Solomon, 2000) . 

However, unless WBL with industry is seen not just in terms of the benefits to 

stakeholders but also where or whether it fits in with what has been described 

as the confused concept of higher education's public service role (Thompson, 

2000), then it is argued its potential to support access to higher education 

may be underexploited. Some argue that WBL with industry has the potential 

to allow both economic and social justice considerations to co-exist (Braham 

and Pickering, 2007). In the United Kingdom the Higher Education Funding 

Council for England (Hefce) has provided Middlesex University's Institute 
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for Work-based Learning with £8m to support Middlesex's WBL initiatives. 

The WBL initiatives undertaken by Middlesex University promote employer 

engagement, access to education, and the WBL initiatives cost 10-15% less 

than traditional on-campus programmes (Roodhouse, 2010b). Introducing 

innovative funding models which promote, recognise and sustain the role and 

contributions of co-operative industry and higher education partnerships, 

might it is suggested, provide an efficient and effective model of access to 

higher education. 

7.4 The experience of WBL Leaders and Academic 
Practitioners indicates there are opportunities, challenges and 
limitations to WBL partnerships with industry 

This section discusses the opportunities, challenges and limitations which 

WBL partnerships with industry present. 

7.4.1 Opportunities 

Some of the opportunities which partnerships with industry facilitate, which 

were outlined by WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners, such as academic 

access to contemporary knowledge and practice, academic access to industry 

training, the provision by industry of equipment, the provision by industry of 

facilities for programme delivery, and as a mechanism to providing 

continuing professional development opportunities to industry based students, 

have already been discussed and are not repeated here. 

However, aside from the aforementioned benefits of partnership, this 

study shows the potential these relationships have to co-operatively develop 

and deliver WBL programmes by higher education and industry sharing 
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resources. In some instances due to inadequate resources within the 

Institute, WBL programmes could not proceed without the contribution by 

the industry partner to the programme. WBL with industry facilitates the 

effective deployment and development of higher education's intellectual 

capital (Garnett, 2001; Garnett, Workman, Beadsmoore and Bezencenet, 

2008). Research indicates that there are benefits for WBL programmes 

and the workplace in taking employer resources and expertise from the 

workplace 'over the boundary' of the academy, and then back out into the 

workplace (Evans et aI, 2010). This is not to say that partnerships are 

unproblematic. The risks and problems of strategic alliances between 

higher education and corporations include cultural differences, differences 

in objectives, external factors, such as organisational restructuring, and 

other important issues such as a breakdown in trust (Elmuti, Abebe, and 

Nicolosi, 2005). Nor is it to say that developing partnerships are easy or 

unproblematic even for those who are enthusiastic about them. According 

to WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners developing partnerships with 

industry requires commitment to developing a relationship over time and 

sustaining successful relationships with employers requires constant 

communication with industry partners (Banim and Evans, 2008). WBL 

Leaders and Academic Practitioners presented their relationships with 

industry as being a relationship with a partner working on a joint endeavour 

and as being willing to learn and use the language of the partner 

organisation (Sutz, 1997). While as outlined by participants, partnership 

does presents challenges and demands, such as having the right academic 

team and the time involved in relationship building, there was no sense that 
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participants experience insecurity around their academic identity (Boud and 

Symes, 2000) or of participants feeling vulnerable having to operate within 

the different cultural gates of an employer as suggested by Kinman and 

Kinman (2000). 

Apart from partnerships providing partners with opportunities to effectively 

deploy and develop their intellectual capital, this study was interesting in the 

emphasis which WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners placed on 

relationships within the context of developing a specific WBL programme 

and also within the context of developing external networks. I was struck by 

the importance and value which participants placed on developing external 

relationships. It appeared to me that these participants readily desire to be 

part of many communities of practice both internally and externally. Recent 

research on university, business and knowledge exchange found while there 

are "multiple know ledge exchange mechanisms and our work has again 

stressed the importance of personal relationships of mutual trust built up over 

time. Our cases highlight the importance of relational rather than contractual 

interactions" (Abreu, Grinevich, Hughes, Kitson and Ternouth, 2008, p.5). A 

limitation of this study is it researched the experience of WBL with industry 

from the perspective of the academic community. It would be helpful to 

understand the workings of these WBL communities of practice from the 

perspective of all stakeholders. While I have deliberately used the term 

'WBL community of practice' it would also be interesting to explore whether 

there would be acceptance of this term as it relates to the collaborations 

between academics and those external to the academic community and also to 
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explore the potential of these WBL communities of practice to develop other 

initiatives within industry and higher education. 

7.4.2 Challenges of WBL partnerships 

This study highlights two important challenges of WBL partnerships. The 

first challenge relates to how WBL with industry requires the 'right' academic 

team. The second challenge relates to how WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners confront challenges from within the academy in respect of 

developing understanding among colleagues that WBL programmes have to 

meet the same academic standards as on-campus programmes and are 

therefore of equal status. 

In developing a WBL curriculum, especially when it involves a new client 

company, the study indicates WBL Leaders need to have what they describe 

as the 'right' academic team. For WBL Leaders, WBL academic team 

members need to possess not just contemporary knowledge of the industry 

and of practice but also possess other personal qualities such as a willingness 

to listen, learn and accept feedback. Members of the WBL academic team 

perceive working with industry representatives as contributing to their own 

professional development. In essence these WBL Academic Practitioners 

contribute to and gain from the experience of WBL curriculum development. 

Involvement in WBL curriculum development also involves skilfully and 

sensitively informing, and to a degree, 'selling' the benefits of developing 

WBL programmes within academic frameworks for ultimate accreditation. 

While employers are attracted to the idea of accreditation they are not always 

prepared for the amount of work which needs to be completed to prepare a 
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programme for accreditation. Sometimes existing in-company programmes, 

which an employer wishes to have integrated into a WBL programme, do not 

meet the academic standards required by HEls. WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners expressed similar views around the amount of time and effort it 

took in order to develop a new WBL programme. Research has found that the 

time taken to initially scope a WBL programme is important for the future 

success of programmes (Costley, 2001). The findings suggest, that the 

professional and interpersonal skills of academic team members who are 

developing a WBL programme with industry, are possibly of equal 

importance in terms of ensuring successful collaborative relationships with 

non-academic team members who are also involved in its development. 

The second challenge relates to how WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners confront challenges from within the academy in respect of 

developing understanding among colleagues that WBL programmes have to 

meet the same academic standards as on-campus programmes and are 

therefore of equal status. WBL Leaders were keen to stress that WBL 

programmes follow the same academic processes and have to meet the same 

academic standards. The inclusion of 'unconventional knowledge content' 

(Costley, 2007) and the involvement of non-academics in WBL curriculum 

development may cause disquiet or discomfort for some, but for those 

directly involved in the process, and interviewed as part of this study, of 

greater concern were issues around developing, supporting and recognising 

the work undertaken by WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners. 
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Emanating from participants was a sense of having to defend WBL 

programmes as being of an equivalent standard to other programmes 

especially full-time on-campus programmes. It may be that perceptions 

around WBL and vocational/training are a result of assumptions around "any 

learning in the workplace is often assumed to be 'training' and the category of 

work-based learning is seen to be homogenous" (Walsh, 2008, p.9). While 

providing students with work placements is considered to be an important 

component of 'mainstream' undergraduate programmes and a long 

established tradition in higher education and the training of professionals 

(Walsh, 2008), WBL programmes undertaken with employers reshapes the 

face of curriculum development. Employers are no longer invited guests 

selected by higher education to participate as part of a consultation process 

but are influencers and contributors to curriculum development. This form of 

knowledge production challenges the traditional autonomy of the university 

that it is the best judge of society's 'cognitive requirements' (Delanty, 2001). 

This study indicates there is still a tendency to compare students against each 

other, that is, full-time versus part-time, and to need to make a case for the 

part-time student in respect of their ability to achieve high levels of learning 

of equal status to full-time students. Other studies also suggest that higher 

education still has "not fully grasped the characteristics and potential of work­

based programmes and were treating them as traditional courses with 

conventional full-time student cohorts" (McCracken, 2010, 32). Research 

indicates that over 70% of learning comes from experiences which are either 

planned or unplanned which it is argued underscores the importance of 
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learning from 'real work'. However, "from an academic perspective" work­

based learning continues to have to justify itself as being equal in terms of the 

quality of learning derived from participation on a 'mainstream' on-campus 

and generally full-time programme (Higher Education Academy, 2006, p.22). 

Concerns are expressed in the literature around the vocationalising of higher 

education, for example, the greater use of occupational standards and" the 

achievement of behavioural outcomes based on occupational standards", 

(Gibbs and Morris, 2001, p.84). However, this research study highlights that 

academic participants in this research, who stressed that students on WBL 

programmes have to meet the same academic standards as on-campus 

students, were more focussed on, and concerned about, enhancing supports 

for WBL students in order that these students are enabled to meet the higher 

educational standards required by their programme. 

7.4.3 Limitations 

The relational aspects of the partnership are presented by participants as key 

to developing and sustaining the partnership. Some argue that during the 

course of WBL partnerships with employers, organisations consider the 

academic as 'one of them' and the academic becomes subject to the rules of 

the external organisation (Boud and Solomon, 2000). When presenting as 

having positive relationships with industry representatives WBL Leaders and 

Academic Practitioners did not appear to have gone over to the side of the 

employer. However, there is a social aspect to developing relationships 

within a partnership, or to express it more simply, people within the 

partnership got on well together. A few WBL Academic Practitioners, 
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perhaps due to their inexperience in the area of WBL partnership, outlined 

situations which were a little awkward for them when an employer 

representative requested information which they recognised was not within 

their remit to provide. On a human level this creates embarrassment for those 

concerned. Irving (2008) has proposed some guidelines around organising 

assessment in WBL projects. It would be useful if the Institute developed 

'Good Practice Guides' around Partnerships which outlined and defined roles 

and responsibilities. In the context of maintaining positive relationships 

within a partnership, these Good Practice Guides would act as a neutral and 

independent reference point/arbiter. Also, it is important to provide adequate 

staff development opportunities and briefings for both academic practitioners 

and company personnel (Onyx, 2001) who support the development and 

delivery of WBL programmes with employers while recognising the different 

roles and responsibilities of stakeholders. 

7.5 The experience of WBL Leaders and Academic 
Practitioners indicates there are opportunities, challenges and 
limitations in respect of the workplace as a source of and site 
for WBL programmes 

This section discusses the opportunities, challenges and limitations of the 

workplace as a source of and site for WBL programmes. 

7.5.1 Opportunities 

In Ireland both prior to the recession and now during the recession, the 

importance of having a well educated and skilled workforce has been 

emphasised (Enterprise Strategy Group, 2004; Government of Ireland, 2010). 

However, the advent of the recession in 2008 has brought high levels of 
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unemployment in Ireland with resultant fiscal pressures on employers and 

government. As discussed in the previous section, while WBL partnerships 

are not an inexpensive way to develop and deliver higher educational 

programmes it has been suggested that they are possibly less expensive than 

on-campus programmes. WBL partnerships, particularly those which are 

sustained over a number of years, are likely to be cost effective vehicles to 

develop and deliver programmes to employers. This suggests the effort 

which both employers and higher education make to build WBL partnerships, 

and which results in long lasting relationships, may be a cost effective way to 

develop and deliver higher educational programmes. 

Employers may be mainly concerned to engage in education and training 

initiatives which promote organisational development. However, it was 

clear from participants in this study that some of the employees who 

have participated on programmes under the auspices of a WBL 

partnership were attending higher education for the first time. The 

Institute has participated in a number of sectoral WBL initiatives and 

these sectoral approaches to learning open up opportunities for access 

and progression for all employees and are especially important to 

sectors that may not traditionally have had relationships with higher 

education (Challis, 2007). 

Two interesting points in respect of the curriculum were made in the study 

and are worth mentioning again. Firstly, WBL Leaders appreciated being 

able to respond to the specific industry requirements of a programme. As one 
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WBL Leader pointed out currently when developing a programme, for 

example a three year undergraduate programme, there is a degree of 

uncertainty as the academic programme developers are attempting to design a 

programme several years before the students who participate on it enter the 

workforce. In contrast when working very closely with an individual 

company or even a group of companies there is very close collaboration 

around the programme content and it is easier to tailor it to the needs of an 

industry sector. Secondly, in at least one School there is significant use of 

modules from existing programmes. These existing modules are then 

customised sometimes using company materials, case studies, and company 

based specialists to deliver material. By closely collaborating, higher 

education and employers are provided with opportunities which maximise the 

usage of existing programme frameworks and modules while allowing for 

customisation. These two points suggest that existing modules developed by 

the Institute have a high degree of relevance to the needs of employers. 

Integrating company or sectoral specific resources with existing educational 

frameworks and modules enhances their relevance for a company and 

maximises the use of existing higher educational resources. 

7.5.2 Challenges 

The findings indicate the success of WBL programmes is a dependent on a 

number of key issues related to top management commitment, the quality of 

the supports available in the workplace as well as issues related to the 

individual student/employee such as their educational profile and their role 
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within their organisation. These issues are discussed in the paragraphs 

below. 

The study highlights the importance of having the commitment and 

involvement of key company personnel who are either directly or indirectly 

involved in WBL programmes, that is, senior managers, company-based 

mentors and company-based managers/supervisors. WBL Academic 

Practitioner reported that mentors are sometimes selected based on their 

willingness to undertake the role and not necessarily on the basis of their 

suitability for it. The research also found that the training of mentors appears 

to be patchy, with managers having difficulty finding time to participate in 

development opportunities. It is recognised that the roles of those involved 

in work-based learning will require a willingness to change and to acquire 

new knowledge and skills. The training of mentors provides another an 

opportunity for HEIs to engage with employers (Brennan and Little, 2006). 

The development of mentors requires more than simply the provision of a 

training course but should also include looking at issues around recognising, 

supporting and rewarding the role they play in supporting work-based 

learning (Minton, 2010). 

In the experience of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners WBL 

programmes are more successful for all stakeholders when they are driven by 

senior managers and are not, as in the words of one WBL Leader, perceived 

by either participants or local managers as an initiative 'dreamed up' by HR. 

WBL can result in positive benefits for employers and employees (Nixon, 
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2008) but, as outlined earlier, WBL is not an inexpensive way to deliver 

education (Boud 2006). However it has also been found that often 

organisations have not "organised themselves sufficiently to gain maximum 

benefit from their employees learning" (Costley 2001, p.59). From an 

employer's perspective, and for a relatively low investment, an employer may 

derive significant organisational benefits (Johnson, 2001). In order for 

employers to derive benefit from their employees' participation on a WBL 

programme the findings suggest employers need to develop initiatives and 

supports in the workplace. 

Research has found that students' prior experience of higher education 

impacts on the quality of their experience on a WBL programme (Rhodes and 

Shiel, 2007). In this study WBL Academic Practitioners reported that 

students who are returning to learning need support. Some students may need 

company support to access suitable work based experiences. One WBL 

Practitioner observed that sometimes they receive feedback that the material 

delivered in the classroom had been too theoretical. However, on exploring 

the background of the student the WBL Academic Practitioner often found 

the WBL programme was the student's first experience of higher education. 

Some students expect to have a learning experience where the lecturer 

provides very structured lectures and notes and experience difficulty 

handling the uncertainty and demands when more abstract concepts are 

introduced (Kinman and Kinman, 2000; Harvey, 2007). WBL Leaders and 

WBL Academic Practitioners said often companies had better facilities for 

lectures than those which are available in the Institute. However. WBL 
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Leaders and Academic Practitioners said aside from encouraging students to 

feel they are part of the Institute, for those who had never attended higher 

education before, having lectures in an academic setting supported the 

students' developing confidence around their participation on a higher 

education programme. 

A WBL Leader (Built Environment) and Academic Practitioners (Built 

Environment and Business) commented that within organisations the role of 

employees who are participating on the same WBL programme may vary in 

respect of its complexity and demands. This can pose problems for some 

students as they may not have access to learning opportunities in the 

workplace which are appropriate to the WBL programme they are 

undertaking. This can cause difficulties in respect of fairly assessing students' 

work if it is felt that an unquantifiable and inequitable element has been 

present in the assessment process. Indeed research undertaken has 

demonstrated that to improve opportunities for workplace learning requires 

greater understanding and "focus on a range of organisational, cultural, 

pedagogical and job design factors that contribute to the quality of the 

learning environment" (Fuller, Munro and Rainbird, 2004, p.303; Fuller and 

Unwin,2004). Aside from having the support of academic staff it has been 

argued a key source of support for learning is the support which is available 

in the workplace from mentors, managers and work colleagues (Lyons and 

Young, 2008). This research highlights the importance of their role in 

supporting student learning and the need to ensure all involved, either 

directly or indirectly, understand the role they play and where appropriate, as 
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in the case of company-based mentors, are encouraged to participate in 

programmes aimed at their development. 

7.5.3 Limitations 

The findings suggest that WBL programmes benefit from clearer delineation 

around roles and responsibilities. 

Firstly, the academic community has significant expertise in respect of the 

recruitment of students and the demands which will be placed on students 

when they join a WBL programme. Maintaining the traditional line of 

communication, that is, (prospective) student to lecturer (Barnett, 1994) 

would enhance students' understanding of what will be expected of them on a 

programme and their preparedness to undertake it. For example, students' 

personal circumstances or lack of previous experience of participation in 

higher education may result, as was outlined by some WBL Academic 

Practitioners, in a more stressful experience for them and also place an 

additional burden on the WBL Academic Practitioners to support these 

students. The research suggests that prior to admission to a programme 

potential students would benefit from direct communication from the 

academics familiar with the WBL programme. This is not to suggest the 

sponsoring employer is not involved in employee selection for application to 

a programme, but it is the HEI which is responsible for assessing students' 

suitability for admission to it. 
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Secondly, as the study outlined the Institute's academic staff develops close 

relationships with industry personnel. A few awkward situations were 

reported where industry personnel sought information in respect of student 

results. In order to avoid these situations occurring and the resultant 

embarrassment for all concerned it would be useful if a 'Good Practice 

Guide' was produced which set out the roles and responsibilities of the 

Institute, the employer, and the student/employees. This Guide would also be 

useful for members of the academic community participating in a WBL 

partnership initiative for the first time. 

The findings suggests there are appropriate limits to the role which an 

external partner organisation may have in a WBL partnership with a HEI in 

respect of issues which impact on HEIs' responsibility to maintain the 

quality of its programmes, as well as the integrity of policies and systems 

which HEIs deploy to effect this. 
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8.1 Introduction 

Chapter 8 

Conclusions 

This Chapter outlines the contribution of the research study to knowledge, 

the limitations of the research, makes suggestions in respect of further areas 

for research, and finally makes recommendations in respect of policy and 

practice. 

8.2 The research study - on endings and beginnings 

As the choreographer researcher (J anesick, 2003) attempting to progress from 

an initial concept to the completion of a coherent piece of research presented 

in the form of text, which in this instance is in the form of a doctoral thesis 

and therefore follows the universal path of the research process (Dunne, Pryor 

and Yates, 2005), I encountered challenges which are outlined below. 

At the outset of this research Ireland was still ostensibly the country with the 

'Celtic tiger' economy. Now Ireland is in recession with high unemployment 

and a return to emigration. At the outset of this research I was working in the 

field of WBL acting as an intermediary between academic colleagues and 

industry. Now due to organisational restructuring in the Institute I no longer 

work in the field ofWBL. Singh's (2007) comments that higher education is 

subject to many forces which demand both change and stability resonated me 

as I experienced and observed the many changes which occurred during the 
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period of this study in the Institute, in higher education generally, and in the 

external environment. 

During the course of conducting the research, and as advocated (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994; Creswell, 1998; Eisenhart and DeHaan, 2005), I attempted 

to undertake a piece of research which was guided by principles of best 

research practice. As an insider researcher I was concerned, due to either 

preconceptions or familiarity, to ensure that during analysis I make the 

familiar strange (Hockey, 1993). Even as I moved to conclude the study, 

and had become more aware of the 'virtues and vices' of educational research 

and researchers (Pring, 2003) the production of this text was not the neat 

packaging phase I might have liked it to be, but was also part of the research 

process involving revisits and reconsiderations of the contextual review, the 

literature review, the findings and the research questions. So the production 

of this text was by no means a simple 'mopping up' phase but part of the 

research process (Richardson, 2003). 

8.3 Contribution to knowledge 

This research study began as a result of my experience in and observations 

around what it might be argued are local or minor issues only of importance 

to some of my academic colleagues or the Institute in which we are based. 

Through the research study I collected data around the motivation and 

experiences of a group of academics who are employed in one of the largest 

publicly funded HEls in Ireland. Between them these academic participants 

have approximately 308 years experience of working in higher education. 
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Connecting the data generated from this research study into a broader 

discussion around WBL which was undertaken in Chapter 7, the Discussion, 

demonstrates that participants' stories are not only of importance to their own 

Institute and other HEIs but are also of importance to the economy and 

society. As outlined in Chapter 2, the Contextual Review, animating 

government reports are calls that higher education is more flexible, responsive 

and efficient in respect of its development and delivery of higher education. 

The local stories of a group of WBL Leaders, Academic Practitioners and 

Functional Leaders demonstrate that HEIs are not unwilling to engage in 

WBL with industry, and indeed, the WBL Leaders and Academic 

Practitioners in this research study want to engage in it. According to 

Functional Leaders, nationally HEIs need to be enabled to develop an 

operating environment which lends itself to the provision of a coherent and 

consistent service to industry. This is challenging to do, as for many HEIs 

WBL with employers is just one activity among a growing number of 

demands and pressures on their resources. 

The experience of participants in this research study demonstrates there is still 

some way to go in order that HEIs can actively engage in, integrate, and 

recognise WBL curriculum development and delivery with employers as a 

mainstream higher educational activity. Participants' accounts of their 

motivation to engage in WBL with industry highlights the voices of a group 

of ordinary academics who are motivated and interested in engaging in WBL. 

Their motivation to engage in WBL with industry and their professional 
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development needs to do so are, it is argued less frequently explored. Often 

it seems to me it is deficits in academics' willingness or competence to 

engage which is the focus of discussion. 

The research also highlights that the notion of 'mainstream' students (who are 

full-time students) continues to create perceptions around the quality of 

learning achievable by students who are outside of the 'mainstream' student 

body. Ironically those outside of the mainstream student body have greater 

difficulty accessing student supports. The workplace is shown to present both 

opportunities and challenges with the challenges having the potential to be 

addressed if both HEIs and employers are resourced and committed to 

engagement. While the academy is willing to collaborate with employers it 

must also confidently assert its role in aspects around learning and teaching in 

which it is appropriately responsible for and has expertise in. 

The research study highlights that in order to release the potential of 

engagement in WBL with employers, and to address challenges which 

engagement may present, national and institutional policies need to be 

developed which recognise, develop and sustain it as a mainstream HE 

activity. 

It is hoped that this study will be of interest and contribute to the work of a 

number of stakeholders, that is, WBL researchers and academic practitioners, 

functional leaders within the Institute and higher education generally. policy 

makers and employers. Outlined below are the stakeholders who may be 
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interested in this research study together with aspects of it which may be of 

particular interest to them. 

For WBL Researchers and Academic Practitioners 

The findings of this research study will be of interest to WBL researchers and 

other members of the academic community interested in the development of 

WBL with external organisations. This research study has gone behind the 

academic lives of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners. Perhaps the 

motivations and experiences of the academic participants in this research 

study are not unique or perhaps they are. Either way it is hoped that by 

'raising' the 'voices' of academics engaging in WBL with employers and 

professional bodies that it will stimulate more exploration of the professional 

lives and experiences of those working in the field, and thereby enhance the 

quality of WBL curricula. 

Functional Leaders within the Institute and higher education 

This research study has illuminated a number of issues which need further 

consideration if HEIs' engagement in WBL with employers is to be sustained 

and further developed. For example, clearly there are issues around human 

resource planning to ensure an adequate supply of academics interested in 

engaging in the field. Other issues such as enhancing the recognition of WBL 

as a mode of academic development need to be addressed as does responding 

to the tension which exists around perceptions that institutionally the activity 

is undervalued. 
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For policy makers 

This study casts light on the motivation and experience of WBL Leaders and 

Academic Practitioners who are enthusiastic in respect of engaging in WBL 

curriculum development and delivery with employers. They voluntarily 

engage in this activity as part of their own academic development which they 

argue informs the curriculum generally. This study therefore will be of 

interest to policy makers interested in how higher education serves employers 

not just in respect of meeting the development needs of future employees, but 

also how the development of those already in the workforce serves to enhance 

the capacity of the academic community to prepare students for entry to the 

workforce. 

Employers 

Employers and their representatives will be interested in how partnerships 

with higher education work in practice. It is hoped that this study is a realistic 

account of partnership showing its possibilities and limitations. Within the 

context of partnerships with HEIs, it is hoped this research study will 

encourage organisations already involved to look at their role and 

responsibilities in WBL partnerships and for those not involved provide some 

insights as to how these might best be developed. 

8.4 Limitations of the research 

Educational research has been described as 'the hardest science of all' not 

because it is 'too soft' to be precise or reliable but because the conditions 

under which it is conducted make it 'the-hard-to-do' science (Berliner. 20(2). 
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As was outlined earlier, during the course of this research study the operating 

environment of the Institute has undergone under considerable change. 

As the researcher I came to the research study with my own conscious and 

unconscious pre-conceptions and beliefs. On my research journey I was 

carrying the double-edged sword of the insider researcher with all its 

accompanying advantages and disadvantages (Mercer, 2007). Prior to, 

during, and after the research the insider researcher and the participants are 

co-habitants of the same organisation. Ethical considerations are complex 

involving relational, moral and political considerations (Costley and Gibbs, 

2006). It could be argued that every piece of research which involves asking 

people about their opinions and experiences is going to be flawed or limited 

III some way. A greater sin however would be to come to the research 

wanting to find absolutes. Even flawed or limited research serves to present 

new dimensions and perspectives which hopefully lead to new questions and 

an ongoing quest for temporary truths. 

As outlined in Chapter 4, the Methodology, case study research has both 

strengths and weaknesses. This research study was inspired by a desire to 

research the experiences of WBL Leaders and Academic Practitioners, to hear 

academic practitioners' accounts of their daily lives, and to be able to hear the 

'noise of real life' (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2001, p.3). There may be 

accusations that in doing case study research the possibility of generalising 

the findings is limited. If there is some aspect of the study which is unique to 

the participants interviewed in this research study and their experienc~ of 
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engaging WBL with industry then this too is surely worthwhile researching in 

order that it may inform and be informed by other communities of practice. It 

is hoped that at least some of this study will resonant with, and be of interest 

to, WBL researchers, academic practitioners, functional leaders and policy 

makers both internally and externally to the Institute. 

8.5 Suggestions for further areas for research 

There are many areas which are worthy of further research which were 

highlighted during the course of this research study, for example, 

• Developing understanding of WBL Academic Practitioners' 
construction of contemporary knowledge and their academic 
development needs in order to engage in WBL with employers and 
other external bodies. Do different disciplines pose different 
challenges or have different requirements in terms of academics 
remaining contemporary and close to practice? 

• Researching WBL curricula to explore issues raised in the research 
study, for example, around the customisation requirements of industry 
in respect of WBL curricula, developing understanding of criticisms 
that higher educational curricula can be too theoretical and concerns 
around the quality of WBL programmes. 

• Exploring the communities of practice which develop between 
academic and industry personnel involved in a WBL partnership and 
how these communities evolve during the course of the partnership. 

• In the context of their involvement in a formal higher educational 
WBL programme, exploring how the workplace can contribute more 
effectively to the development of the WBL students/employees and 
the impact which students/employees participation on a WBL 
programme has on both the students/employees and their 
organisations. 
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8.6 Recommendations in respect of policy and practice 

Arising from this research study, a number of recommendations in respect of 

policy and practice are made and these are outlined below. 

1. Policies to enhance the recognition of WBL as a mechanism for 
knowledge exchange 

Stakeholders need to enhance their recognition of WBL as a mechanism for 

knowledge exchange between HEIs and industry sectors. Institutionally, HEIs 

need to recognise that WBL with industry sectors can be deployed as a mode 

of academic development which supports the development of curricula 

generally. HEIs need to go beyond the rhetoric of mission statements and 

develop specific policies, systems, and structures in order to give visibility to 

WBL with industry, underpin its development and maximise its potential for 

all stakeholders. 

2. Continuity of funding of WBL with industry 

National funding models need to be put in place which supports HEIs and 

industry to develop and sustain lasting relationships and/or knowledge of 

particular industry sectors. 

While due to the recession in Ireland the issue of the attractiveness of HEI 

entry salary levels to industry personnel may not be an issue. this matter 

needs to be addressed to ensure HEIs have the flexibility to offer salaries 

which will attract personnel from outside of the academy. 
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Within the Institute, any additional funds generated by WBL with industry 

should be reinvested in the development of WBL with industry including 

supporting the development of academics currently involved or who wish to 

become involved. 

3. Institutional co-operation and collaboration 

HEIs should establish a forum/s for WBL with industry to promote the 

sharing of practice and identify opportunities for collaboration. 

4. Culture and equal status 

Within the Institute there is much work to be done to enhance recognition of 

WBL with industry in order to overcome the perception that the activity is not 

valued and/or is not of equal status to other activities such as research. 

5. Development of institutional strategies/school plans 

Both institutionally and at the level of School there should be a clearer 

articulation of strategy in respect of WBL with industry and importantly 

specific objectives and targets set in respect of its development. 

Schools and Departments should be supported to develop and implement 

strategies around WBL with industry, for example, supports around market 

research, publicity and promotion. 
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Human Resource Planning - recruitment and succession 
lning 

Institute's Performance Management Development System should be 

sed to collect data in respect of academic involvement in WBL with 

Istry. Schools should develop human resource plans to ensure a sufficient 

~rt of academics who wish to engage in WBL with industry. 

r barriers which inhibit the employment of industry personnel or experts to 

k on WBL projects or make it a bureaucratic and time consuming process 

dd be eliminated. 

Academic development 

generic and discipline specific development needs of WBL academic 

ers and practitioners should be identified. An appropriate development 

should be developed which addresses issues such as sabbaticals in 

stry, development of mentors, team building, negotiation as well as 

ipline specific academic development needs. 

impediments surrounding payment of membership fees to 

~ssional/industry bodies in cases where an academic practitioner is 

'ely engaging with a sector or wishes to become engaged should be 

wed. Policies around academic development should be flexible and 

)nsive to the needs of the academic community and take into account that 

lopments outside of the academy may require academics to have timely 

ss to new development opportunities. 
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8. Communities of practice 

Institutionally and at School level, academic practitioners should be supported 

to develop WBL communities of practice involving academics and industry 

representatives in order to raise the visibility of the activity, facilitate sharing 

of practice and initiate collaborative projects. 

9. Recognition and reward 

At institutional level greater effort should be made to understand why there 

are negative perceptions surrounding recognition of the value of WBL with 

industry and steps should be taken to improve the situation including the 

development of performance metrics which recognise and reward 

achievements in WBL with industry. 

10. Administrative and facilities support for the academic community 

Among participants there was widespread dissatisfaction with the low level or 

absence of administrative and facilities support and there is a need for a 

significant improvement if WBL with industry is to grow. 

11. Development of WBL with industry 'Good Practice Guides' 

WBL with industry would benefit from the development of 'Good Practice 

Guide/s' which would provide advice and guidance and clearly articulate the 

roles and responsibilities of stakeholders. 
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12. Support for students 

A coherent set of student supports need to be developed to support off­

campus students and part-time students which give equal status to the needs 

of these students with services being delivered at times required by the 

students. Supports such as return to learning and a 'hotline' for guidance on 

assignments should be developed. Greater usage should also be made of 

online as well as face-to-face tutorial type supports. 

13. The workplace 

Senior managers need to recognise the important role which the workplace 

can provide in supporting student learning by ensuring organisational 

commitment and facilitating workplace opportunities for development. 

Organisational commitment to learning will not only support student learning 

but also facilitate organisations benefiting from student learning. 

14. Collaboration among employers 

In order to maximise opportunities for learning and to promote efficiencies 

and cost effectiveness employers should co-operate locally to develop 

collaborative relationships with HEIs. 

15. Development and supports for managers and mentors 

HEI and employers should develop initiatives which support the 

development of workplace managers and mentors and recognise the role 

which these managers and mentors play in the development, delivery and 

support of WBL programmes. Those managers developing and delivering on 
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WBL programmes should become 'associate' faculty of a HEI and be 

provided with academic development opportunities. 

Closing comment 

I began this research study to explore the motivation and experiences of 

academics who work with industry on the development and delivery ofWBL 

curricula. I was surprised their motivation is so strongly linked to their desire 

to generally inform their practice. I was impressed by their commitment to 

providing access to higher education to students, many of whom have never 

had the opportunity to attend higher education. A small group of long-serving 

academics are doing what so many reports suggest. Consider the possibilities 

for societal and economic development if greater effort was made to go 

beyond the rhetoric of reports and pursue the development and 

implementation of policies, systems and structures that mainstream 

collaborative WBL curriculum development and delivery with employers. 
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Appendix I 

Initial email sent to potential participants 

Insert name 

Re: Doctoral Research Project (University of Sheffield) - Research 
Student: Sandra Fisher 

I am doing a doctorate in education with the University of Sheffield and am 

researching the implications for programme development and delivery when a 

publicly funded HEI works with a company to develop and deliver a 

programme aimed at meeting the learning needs of the client company's 

employees. As I understand that you have experience in this area I would 

very much appreciate if I could interview you. The interview would take 

about an hour and would be taped with a transcript supplied to you and an 

opportunity to amend it. If you are willing to participate I can send you on 

additional information. 

Many thanks 

Kind regards 

Sandra (Fisher) 
EdD Research Student (University of Sheffield) 

Tel. 087 9077485 
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Appendix II 

Email sent to participants finalising arrangements 
for interview and forwarding in advance Participant 

Consent Form, Participant Information Sheet and 
Participant ProfIle Sheet 

Many thanks for agreeing to be interviewed at (insert time) on (insert date) in 

(insert venue). 

With this email you will find: 

(i) Participant Consent Form (which will be signed on - insert date of 
interview) 

(ii) Participant Information Sheet (which provides some background 
to the research project) 

(iii) Participant Profile Sheet (which may be completed in advance, if 
you have time). 

Before the interview begins I will ask you to sign the Participant Consent 

Form (a copy may be retained by you). The interview will be taped and a 

copy of the transcript will be sent to you and you will be given an opportunity 

to amend it. This transcript (or an amended version of it) will then become 

the data source for analysis. 

If you require any further information please do not hesitate to contact me 

(tel. 01 4023308 or 0879077 485). 

Many thanks again for your support. 

Kind regards 

Sandra (Fisher) 
EdD Research Student (University of Sheffield) 

Attachments (i) Participant Consent Form (iii) Participant Information Sheet 
(iii) Participant Profile Sheet. 
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Appendix III 

School of Education University of Sheffield 
Participant Consent Form 

Title of Project: What are the implications for the form and process of 
curriculum development when a HEI collaborates with employers in 
developing work-based learning curricula? 

Name of Researcher: Sandra Fisher 

Participant Identification Number for this Project: 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the 
information sheet dated for the above 

project and have had the opportunity to ask questions. 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that 
I am free to withdraw at any time without giving any 

reason. 

Please initial 

3. I understand that my responses will be anonymized before 
analysis. I give permission for members of the research team 
to have access to my anonymized responses. 

I agree to take part in the above project. 

N arne of Participant Date Signature 

Researcher Date Signature 

Copies: One copy for the participant and one copy for the Principal 
Investigator/Supervisor. 
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Appendix IV 

Academic Participant Information Sheet 

Researcher: Sandra Fisher, Doctorate of Education, postgraduate student 
with the School of Education, University of Sheffield. 

Working Title of Research Project: What are the implications for the form 
and process of curriculum development when a HEI collaborates with 
employers in developing work-based learning curricula? 

Ethical Approval: I have received approval from the University of 
Sheffield's Ethics Committee to undertake this research which is supervised 
by Professor Sue Webb, School of Education, University of Sheffield 

The Research Project: As part of a Doctorate in Education with the 
University of Sheffield I am researching the experience of academics and 
other relevant staff who work directly with employers to develop and deliver 
programmes aimed at meeting the learning needs of their employees. As you 
have experience in the research area, which I believe will make a valuable 
contribution to the development of policy and practice in the field of work­
based learning and employer engagement, I would very much welcome your 
participation in an interview. 

During the interview you will be asked to describe and reflect on your 
experience of programme development, delivery and employer engagement. 
You will also have an opportunity to put forward ideas or suggestions you 
have in respect of policy and practice in the areas of work-based learning, 
programme development and delivery and employer engagement. The main 
areas to be covered in the interview are outlined below with some indicative 
subcategories which may arise. 

The Interview and the Data: The interview will take about an hour and be 
taped. A transcript will be sent to you to for your records. If you wish to 
make any amendments to the transcript these should be forwarded to me 
within two weeks of receiving the transcript. After two weeks, the 
transcript or your amended version will be the data source for analysis for 
inclusion in my doctoral thesis and journals. The data will be anonymized -
participants will be referred to by their Faculty/discipline and the industry 
sector they have worked with. Access to the data will be restricted to me as 
the researcher and those involved with the research project (e.g. appropriate 
personnel from the University of Sheffield). 
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WBL programme development and delivery with industry (indicative 
areas for discussion) 

Main categories 
discussion 

for Some indicative subcategories are outlined 
below but based on your experience you are 
free to make additional suggestions 

Why did you become 
involved in working with 
an employer/s? 

Your experience of 
programme development 
when working with an 
employer 

Your experience of 
programme delivery when 
working with an employer 

Reflections/suggestions in 
respect of developments 
in policy and practice in 
the development and 
delivery of programmes 
with industry. 

What has influenced your interests and beliefs 
around programme development with employers 

Academic knowledge, theory versus practice, 
developing the programme, partnership, 
accreditation, structures and processes (both 
formal and informal) involved in programme 
development, academic development, etc. 

Selection of students, admission criteria for 
students, teaching methods, issues around 
staffing (teaching), assessment, progression, 
structures and processes (both formal and 
informal) related to delivery, academic staff 
development, supports in the workplace, etc. 

For example, on understanding of WBL, 
employer partnership, accreditation, enhancing 
the linkage of theory and practice, academic staff 
development, resourcing, supports, etc. 
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Appendix V 

Functional Participant Information Sheet 

Researcher: Sandra Fisher, Doctorate of Education, postgraduate student 
with the School of Education, University of Sheffield. 

Working Title of Research Project: What are the implications for the form 
and process of curriculum development when a HEI collaborates with 
employers in developing work-based learning curricula? 

Ethical Approval: I have received ethical approval from the University of 
Sheffield's Ethics Committee to undertake this research which is supervised 
by Professor Sue Webb, School of Education, University of Sheffield 

The Research Project: As part of a Doctorate in Education with the 
University of Sheffield I am researching the experience of academics and 
other relevant staff who work directly with employers to develop and deliver 
programmes aimed at meeting the learning needs of their employees. Part of 
the research project examines the role of institutional policies and practices 
which impact on the work of academics that are engaging directly with 
employers in order to develop a specific programme/s to meet the learning 
needs of the organisation. As you have knowledge and experience of 
institutional policies and practices I would very much welcome your 
participation in an interview. 

During the interview you will be asked to describe and reflect on your 
knowledge and experience of institutional policies and practices, for example, 
in the areas of institutional mission, human resources, and finance. You will 
have an opportunity to put forward ideas or suggestions that you may have in 
respect of the Institute's policies and practices. 

The Interview and the Data: The interview will take about 45-60 minutes 
and be taped. Within approximately four weeks a transcript will be sent to 
you to for your records. If you wish to make any amendments to the 
transcript these should be forwarded to me within two weeks of receiving the 
transcript. After two weeks, the transcript or your amended version will be 
the data source for analysis for inclusion in my doctoral thesis and journals. 
The data will be anonymized, that is participants names will not be included 
instead participants will be referred to by Function! Faculty/discipline. 
Access to the data will be restricted to me as the researcher and those 
involved with the research project (e.g. appropriate personnel from the 
University of Sheffield). 
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Appendix VI 
Participant Profile Sheet 

Interview Participant Response 

Date of interview 

Participant' s name 

Job Title/Grade 

SchoollFaculty 

Please indicate highest qualification o higher diploma o ordinary degree 
(by ticking appropriate circle) 

o honours degree o masters 

o profess ional qualification 0 
doctorate 

Gender o Male o Female 

Age range 020-25 026-30 0 31 -35 036-40 
041-45 046-50 051-55 056-60 
061-65 066+ 

Other than the Institute have you 
worked in other HEIs? 

How long have you worked In the 
Institute? 

Any other role/s in the Institute other 
than current? 

Outside of HEIs have you worked in 
other types of organisations (e.g. 
vol untary , not for profit, commercial, 
professional body) 

Membership of professional bodies or 
interest groups (both internal and 
external, form al or informal) 
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Researcher interview Guide page 1 of 3: 

Appendix VII 

Interview Guide 

Checklist/reminders: 

1. Spare copies of Consent Fonn, Participant Infonnation Sheet, 

Participant Profile Sheet 

2. Tape recorder (plus backup recorder) 

3. Tapes 

4. Spare batteries 

5. Switch off mobile 

Prior to beginning interviews - all participants 

1. Remind participants of purpose of research study. 

2. Signing of consent fonns (give participant copy to retain). 

3. Collection/completion of Participation Profile Sheet. 

4. Arrangements in respect of forwarding transcript and reminder to 
participants that they are free to amend it. 
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Researcher Interview Guide page 2 of 3: 

Main categories 
discussion 

for Some indicative subcategories are outlined 
below but based on your experience you are 
free to make additional suggestions 

Why did you become 
involved in working with 
an employer/s? 

Your expenence of 
programme development 
when working with an 
employer 

Your expenence of 
programme delivery when 
working with an employer 

Reflections/suggestions in 
respect of developments 
in policy and practice in 
the development and 
delivery of programmes 
with industry. 

What has influenced your interests and beliefs 
around programme development with employers 

Academic knowledge, theory versus practice, 
developing the programme, partnership, 
accreditation, structures and processes (both 
formal and informal) involved in programme 
development, academic development, etc. 

Selection of students, admission criteria for 
students, teaching methods, issues around 
staffing (teaching), assessment, progression, 
structures and processes (both formal and 
informal) related to delivery, academic staff 
development, supports in the workplace, etc. 

For example, on understanding of WBL, 
employer partnership, accreditation, enhancing 
the linkage of theory and practice, academic staff 
development, resourcing, supports, etc. 
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Researcher Interview Guide page 3 of 3: 

Functional Participants: 

1. Where does engagement with industry in the area of education fit with 

the Institute's mission 

2. What would do you see are the benefits for the Institute and academic 

staff in respect of engagement with industry 

3. How does the Institute support academic staff to remain contemporary 

and engage in the activity 

4. How does the Institute recognise academic engagement with industry 

5. How does the Institute support engagement with industry (staffing, 

practical supports). 

6. Recruitment of academic staff - has there been a shift in policy 

favouring the recruitment of academic staff predisposed towards 

pursuing research 

7. RewardlPayment to academic staff engaging with industry and 

financing of the activity - what are the issues. 

Functional Participant (QA) reminder -(i) get background to the Institute's 

historical involvement with industry} (ii) history and background to 

development of partnering with industry on WBL (iii) QA issues surrounding 

partnerships. 
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