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1. Introduction 
 
The aim of this report is to give a resume of the recent development of work based learning 
(WBL) in member countries, looking at the current patterns of use and the social, cultural and 
economic contexts in which it operates.  It will focus inter alia on models of WBL, staff training 
and professional roles, benefits for learners, companies and education providers, quality 
assurance and marketing, promotion and recruitment.  Where possible it will draw out the 
particular implications of each of these areas for social class and gender, specifically for 
students from lower social classes and women. 
 
There have been many studies of WBL that have focused on defining and explaining the wide 
range of theory and practice that the term covers.  The specific aim of the WBL theme in the 
GLAS project is to look at WBL, within the full range of types considered below, as it is 
currently practised in partner countries, as a form of learning that enables access and 
participation for a wider constituency of potential learners, including the consideration of 
issues of social class and gender.    
 
 

2. Preamble 

 
WBL shares a similar place in the broad agenda for lifelong learning in all partner countries.  It 
is recognised by all partners that for many, post-compulsory learning that continues through 
life is likely to be strongly linked to work in some way.  Historically, individuals have continued 
to learn in order to enhance their personal, professional, career and employment 
opportunities.  Although this continues to be the case, changes in the social, economic and 
employment landscape across Europe, and indeed globally, have increasingly made continued 
learning, to enable continued employment, an imperative for both individuals and 
governments.  Research by the Association of Graduate Recruiters and others in the UK has 
suggested that the average graduate in the 21st century is likely to change careers up to six 
times in an employment lifetime.  Traditional assumptions that a profession or field of 
employment will offer a job for life are, in many areas, outmoded.  The expectation for many 
must now be not of a job for life but of work for life and our education systems must be 
capable of delivering this.  It is clear that lifelong learning generally, and work based learning 
in particular, has a key role to play.  It is equally clear that this role for education does not 
exist in isolation.  It must also be central to national strategies for economic development and 
growth and to the need to build sustainable employment that is capable of responding to 
technological, social and economic change.  The current economic recession in Europe serves 
only to underline this.  To be successful and effective, work based learning, broadly defined, 
must involve a wide constituency of stakeholders – governments, providers, employers, 
individuals and others.  The sophisticated and finely balanced economies and employment 
markets of the 21st century make the need for stakeholders to work in genuine partnership 
towards common ends paramount.  Work based learning must be recognised as an 
investment rather than a cost by all stakeholders.  
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Almost by definition, WBL is less likely than traditional forms of HE to impose barriers related 
to social class or gender. It is theoretically accessible to everyone who chooses a vocational 
education, is involved in work or, in many cases, who is seeking work.  WBL offers flexibility in 
terms of mode of attendance, place of study, methods of teaching, learning and assessment 
and progression routes.  At the higher levels it reaches out to non-traditional HE learners who 
are invariably not full time or on-campus.  The social, cultural and economic contexts in which 
WBL operates in each country is examined in more detail below.  The focus of this report is 
intended to be predominantly on WBL at higher levels and in higher education.  Reference is 
made to pre HE systems and vocational provision where this provides progression routes into 
HE. 
 

3.  Definitions 

 
WBL spans a very wide spectrum of learning that is directly or indirectly connected to work.  
This has often led to confusion. It is generally accepted however, that there are three main 
types of WBL, with possible sub groups within each type.  These are learning that is about 
work or related to work, learning that takes place at, or in, work and learning that is achieved 
through work. Although they can be identified as having key differences there are also 
significant overlaps between types and some blurring of the boundaries.  This is to be 
expected, even welcomed, as practice develops and evolves and, although the subject of 
much academic debate, is important only insofar as there remains a need for the terms of 
reference of each iteration or application to be clear to those involved and to be fit for 
purpose.  
 
Work related learning is normally taken to refer to courses and programmes of all types that 
are fundamentally vocational in nature and intended to give a predominantly theoretical 
grounding in that area.  Work related learning would normally be formal in nature, studied 
largely in formal settings in institutions rather than in a workplace.  It may involve elements of 
work experience or placement. 
 
Learning at/in work normally refers to learning that takes place in the workplace often using 
in-company facilities and resources and staff such as workplace tutors and mentors.  This 
would include most in-company training, short courses, updating and refresher courses and 
other CPD.  It may or may not involve external providers and /or external accreditation and 
validation. Work placement years in UK Sandwich degree courses may also fall into this 
category of WBL.  
 
At its most basic level, for most, learning through work is as inevitable as breathing.  However, 
it probably also represents the most innovative kind of structured WBL.  As a WBL strategy, 
learning through work describes learning that has been specifically identified or designed to 
arise out of the practice of work or specific elements of it.  Typically, it would include learning 
programmes that have been developed to build formal recognition, in the form of 
accreditation or qualifications, around work activity.  This may be in terms of new skillsets 
required to update or progress in career terms or be new areas of process, product or service 
development that a company might need.  Learning through work can be either retrospective 
or prospective.  APL is particularly effective at capturing learning through work that has 
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already taken place, and is frequently a part of a broader approach to WBL.  Similarly, bespoke 
WBL programmes often build in learning that will form part of new developments for a 
company and for the individuals who are involved.  Learning through work programmes often 
involve partnerships between companies and universities and other providers and generate 
awards and qualifications at all levels up to and including the three cycles of HE identified in 
the Bologna Process. 
 
The types of WBL can be seen as being on a continuum, with work related learning being at 
the more traditional prescribed end and learning through work being at the other more 
flexible, innovative end.  Examples from all parts of this continuum are considered below. 
 
 

4.  National systems – overview of types and models of work based provision 

 
There are some significant differences in the way WBL is understood and practised in partner 
countries, particularly in HE. 
 

4.1  The UK 

  
WBL in HE the UK covers the full range of types of WBL given in the definitions above 
including work related learning, learning in work and learning through work.  There is a long 
tradition of WBL in UK HE.  Prior to 1992, when there was a binary HE system, polytechnics 
carried the main, but not exclusive, remit for the development and delivery of vocational 
degree programmes.  Polytechnics were originally funded through local education authorities 
and were expected to be responsive to local needs including those for work related higher 
education.  Since 1992, the creation of the unitary HE system blurred the former distinctions 
regarding provision and the curriculum offer and all universities were free to position their 
degree offerings in whatever way they wished.  However, in general, both pre and post 1992 
universities have tended to focus strongly on their original pre1992 missions and curricula and 
consolidate development in areas of strength and expertise.  This is unremarkable given the 
significant expansion of all areas of HE over the same period. For this reason much of the 
innovation in WBL, and in related developments such as APL, has taken place and been 
initiated in the former polytechnics. 
 
UK HE offers an extensive range of work related vocational, or vocationally orientated, 
undergraduate degrees.  These include subjects such as Nursing, Social Care, Engineering, 
Construction, Business Studies, and various awards relating to the Creative and Cultural and 
Leisure Industries.  Nursing for example is now regarded in UK as a graduate profession.  
Ironically perhaps, the two most overtly “vocational” degree programmes in the UK, Medicine 
and Law are regarded as academic rather than vocational programmes. 
 
A major development in the UK WBL has been the introduction of Foundation degrees in 
2001.  These new awards, modelled on US Associate degrees, were designed to be the 
equivalent of two years full time study at levels 4 and 5 and be explicitly focused on a 
vocational area.  They were initially seen as a replacement for the established Higher National 
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Certificate and Diploma awards, although this has not happened. They were expected to be 
predominantly part time and work based, aimed at people in work and delivered at both an 
institution and in the workplace.  They were also expected to be co-developed with employers 
representing companies involved in the subject areas of the award.  Successive governments 
incentivised the uptake of FDs through ring-fencing additional funded student numbers to FD 
development.  Design specifications stipulated minimum amounts of work based and 
theoretical content to guarantee the balance and focus of the award.  A condition of 
validation was that all foundation degrees should identify a progression route to an honours 
degree to enable students to progress at a later stage.  Many of these initial aims for the 
degree have, in some instances, become diluted or overlooked – many awards were 
established as full time, early employer involvement was minimal in some cases and many FDs 
were developed with a view to becoming the first two stages of a three year award rather 
than as a genuinely free standing level 5 exit qualification with an identified possible 
progression route.  Notwithstanding this, FDs have been a very successful development in 
WBL in the UK and offer many examples of genuine innovation in practice. At their best they 
offer a model for WBL that includes aspects of learning about, in and through work.  Many 
include APL and personal development planning and many now have significant employer 
input and are delivered mainly in the workplace.  They have been an effective widening 
participation strategy and, arguably, have drawn people into HE who would probably not have 
entered by any other route, including women and students from lower social classes. 
 
A significant amount of HE level WBL takes place in the workplace in the UK.  There is a long 
history of degree courses in vocational areas which have been designed to include time spent 
in the workplace learning “on the job”.  These are commonly referred to as “sandwich” 
courses where students spend a year of their degree tenure, usually “sandwiched” between 
the second and third year of university based study, of an overall four year award.  
Performance in sandwich years is closely monitored in the workplace and by the university.  
There are many other types of assessed work placement that form parts of other UK degrees, 
in education and nursing for example. 
 
A practice that has developed over the last 20 years in the UK is the accreditation of in-
company learning.  This is a process through which a university formally accredits learning 
that is provided by a company for its employees as part of its in-house education and training.  
Formal accreditation gives a unit or course of learning a rating in terms of a level and volume 
of credit that recognises the in-company learning as equivalent to university learning of the 
same level and volume.  WBL recognised in this way is freestanding and transferable and is 
also often used by students to contribute towards university awards.  Universities with 
flexible, credit based modular structures are able to enable this through APL processes.  
Accredited WBL may also form part of degree frameworks agreed between companies and 
universities as part of a broader partnership.  The accreditation of in-company learning gives 
recognition to the learning that takes place in work as part of working lives which increasingly 
require continuous updating of skills and knowledge and the consolidation of experience.  It is 
an important and enabling lifelong learning strategy. 
 
There are now many university business partnerships in the UK that include different types of 
co-developed, bespoke HE programmes.  These are designed in the same way as normal 
awards, with the same robust criteria for quality assurance, to meet the specific needs of a 
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company in the subject of study.  All include a balance of theoretical and practical content.  
Delivery and support may be shared between university and company staff and learning 
facilities of both partners may be used according to need.  Many such programmes exemplify 
the most innovative approaches to WBL focussing on learning that happens through work as 
part of a managed, structured approach to company activity.  This is particularly true of 
bespoke awards at masters level. 
 
The most recent and direct WBL initiative in HE in the UK has been the development of Higher 
Apprenticeships which were introduced in 2009, supported by significant government funding 
to provide up to 10,000 places.  Higher Apprenticeships are at level 4 and above and involve 
partnerships between employers, providers and awarding organisations.  They provide a 
range of on and off the job training and can vary in the time they take to complete depending 
on business needs.  The most innovative frameworks have incorporated a Foundation Degree 
into a  Higher Apprenticeship to enable a dual outcome for participants, which may also 
include professional body recognition. Some of these also include provision for APL.  It is 
reasonable to suppose that Higher Apprenticeships will provide a further work based route 
into higher level learning and qualifications for those who might not otherwise choose or have 
access to traditional routes into HE or be disadvantaged by gender or social class. 

4.2  Spain 

 
The profile of WBL in Spain is differs considerably with that of the UK.  As with APL much of 
the activity in vocational education is focused at pre HE level. 
 
Universities offer undergraduate degrees in vocational areas such as Nursing and Social Work 
which are four year courses.  As with the UK they incorporate a compulsory component of 
work placement or experience.  
 
At pre HE level there are two main existing apprenticeship type schemes in Spain providing 
“middle level” and “upper level” cycles.  They are part of the Spanish Initial Vocational 
Training System (IVET), and include the “in-company training” module included in all IVET 
cycles. The Education Statutory Law (LOE), passed in 2006, established the compulsory nature 
of an in-company training module in all IVET cycles and determined its current structure, 
enhancing partnership between the initial VET system and the enterprises and inducing 
students to be in contact with the professional world.  Thus, these vocational programmes can 
be defined as apprenticeship-type schemes in the sense that they combine training in a VET 
institution with training in the workplace, even if this workplace-based training is different to 
systems in other countries, such as the “dual system” in Austria or Germany. 
 
Middle-level training cycles (“ciclos formativos de grado medio”) are usually accessed after 
completing lower secondary compulsory education (typically at the age of 16). These cycles 
correspond to the professional track (vocational training) in the second stage of secondary 
education, and students in these cycles are normally aged from 16 to 18 years old. The 
students who successfully complete the specific middle-level vocational training obtain the 
title of Technician, and they can enter the labour market or continue further in education, 
accessing general upper secondary education, where they are accredited with the studies 
related to the obtained qualification. 
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Upper-level training cycles (“ciclos formativos de grado superior”) are usually accessed after 
completing upper secondary education, which refers to the “Bachillerato”, and represents the 
general track, usually at the age of 18.  It is also possible to gain entry to upper level training 
cycles by means of an examination (this test is regulated by the Autonomous Communities 
and the social partners play an important role in determining its content). The students who 
successfully complete the specific higher level vocational training obtain the title of Advanced 
Technician, considered to be the final qualification before starting work. However, and for 
those students who want to continue with their studies, this qualification also provides them 
with direct access to certain university studies related to the studied vocational training cycles 
and without the need to sit for an examination. The specific qualification obtained determines 
the university studies for which there is direct access in every case.  
 
With regard to the length of these programmes, the LOE (2006) established that all IVET cycles 
must include a total of 2,000 hours, which are imparted during a period of 2 academic years. 
The same law stated that the in-company training module must take approximately 400-600 
hours; that is, around 20-30% of the total duration of the IVET cycle takes place in an 
enterprise. 
 
In general terms, the in-company training module addresses the professional competences 
that the student should master when he/she finishes the training cycle, and it complements 
the qualifications already acquired in the educational centre through experience in real 
production processes. Therefore, the in-company training module allows the student to 
observe and to carry out the typical tasks which characterise the work posts and the 
professional profile for which the student is being prepared. 
According to the Royal Decree 1538/2006, the objectives of the “in-company training” module 
are: 
 Completing the attainment of professional competencies acquired in the education 

centre, by carrying out a set of pre-determined training activities in the workplace. 
 Learning about the organisation and relationships existing in a workplace. 
 Contributing to the success of VET, by helping students acquire the motivation for 

lifelong learning and the ability to adapt to changes. 
 Evaluating student’s professional competences, particularly those aspects which 

require real-work situations and cannot be appraised in the education centre. 
 
The in-company training module takes place on a compulsory basis as the last stage of the 
vocational training cycle. Successful completion of this practical module is a required 
condition for obtaining the corresponding degree title of ‘Technician’ or ‘Advanced 
Technician’.  Students who can prove that they have work experience related to their 
professional studies can be exempted from it. 
 
Finally, concerning IVET specialities or economic sectors, in Spain there are 26 professional 
families (“familias profesionales”) in a wide array of different activities. For each professional 
family, a number of associated middle-level and upper-level training cycles are defined, each 
of them leading to a particular qualification. Thus, VET is specially focused on providing 
qualifications for work and it facilitates entry into the labour market, by offering the 
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possibility of studying a wide variety of professions, including primary, manufacturing or 
tertiary activities. 
 
A recent innovation in WBL was established through The Royal Decree 1707/2011 which 
regulates the provision for internships for university students.  Internships are now a 
compulsory component of most undergraduate degrees.  The Royal Decree objective is to 
allow students to acquire in-depth knowledge of a business organisation so that they can 
combine their theoretical knowledge with practical skills, confirm the theory they have been 
taught in the classroom and, by the time they finish their studies, already have some 
experience before they join the professional world. The students achieve these objectives by 
carrying out an internship as part of co-operative educational agreements.  During the 
internship, students are protected by the educational co-operation agreement that regulates 
the relation between the student, the company or institution and the university.  The 
obligations and rights for all three parties are clearly set out in the decree and all parties have 
to sign any agreement and receive a copy of it.  The internships are closely monitored by the 
university and supported by the company and require the submission of a final activity report.  
All external placements are also included in the Diploma Supplement.  Each university is 
responsible for the quality assurance of the scheme it puts in place.  Early feedback suggests 
that a positive outcome of the scheme is that it has required universities to consciously look at 
the workplace as a new learning environment. 
 
There is very little activity in HE in Spain in the area of in-company accreditation although it is 
recognised in some universities that this is an area of WBL that requires further research and 
exploration.  A recent innovation currently under development is an industrial doctorate 
programme.  (See the case study from Spain in the case study section). 
 

4.3 The Netherlands 

 
The Netherlands has a binary system of higher education, consisting of higher 
professional education and university education.  
 
University education (in Dutch wetenschappelijk onderwijs/scientific education or WO) is 
provided by the research universities. These combine teaching with academic research, 
attaching great importance to linking them. Teaching at a research university provides training 
in academic disciplines and prepares students for the pursuit of an academic or professional 
career.  
 
Higher professional education (in Dutch hoger beroepsonderwijs or HBO) is provided by 
universities of applied sciences and is geared towards the acquisition of vocational 
qualifications, training and professional research.  WBL is therefore an important working 
method within all the universities of applied sciences in the Netherlands. WBL covers the full 
range of types, given in the definitions above including work related learning, learning in work 
and learning through work. 
 
Universities of Applied Science offer an extensive range of work related vocational, or 
vocationally orientated programmes from AD (associate degree) to Bachelors and Masters 
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degrees in all kinds of sectors including Economics, Management, Law, Education, Society, 
Arts, Languages, Communication, Healthcare, ICT, Engineering, Construction and Life Sciences. 
 

As with the UK Foundation degree, completion of an AD path results in the award of a 
freestanding degree qualification that may also be topped up through continued study to a 
bachelors degree. The AD is therefore a work based programme designed to connect the 
needs of business to employees, offering progression between VET level 4 and a level 6 
bachelor's degree. 
 
Transfer is also possible between a bachelor's degree and a professional masters course, that 
is one in which the profession is the work based starting point. Alternatively, students may 
opt to progress to a master of science course offered by the universities .  Participants can 
also choose between public and private HE and between full-time, part-time or dual mode 
learning depending on their circumstances and needs.  The outcomes are the same 
irrespective of the route chosen. However, not all colleges and private institutes offer all 
modes of study and attendance. 
 
In the Netherlands, as with the UK, it is mainly young people who study full-time. They have a 
40 hour study week, interspersed by internships and graduation assignments and school 
hours in class. The learning frameworks come from the field of study and are usually carried 
out in company through WBL or in the institution.  Even in school there is emphasis on 
applying theory in practice (training) often on the basis of practical work, from the working 
field or through business case studies or simulations where this is not possible. 
 
Students who choose to combine work and learning usually study a part-time course or a dual 
programme. Studying part-time may be in different variants.  Often the study assignments are 
of direct relevance and usefulness to the students department / company and in the dual 
mode of study this is considered essential. Students will also normally have an individual 
learning agreement made between themselves the employer and the college. 
 
It is sometimes possible to combine work and learning, without a formal relationship with a 
current workplace. If this variant is offered, it has the same content and assignments as the 
regular full-time training. Students have to attend the providing institute for 1 or 2 nights or 
one day in the week and / or study via distance learning.  They are also required to do an 
internship, to have practical experience, or be looking for work in a job for which you are 
studying. 
 
Business apprenticeships are also offered in the Netherlands.  Participants learn and work in 
and through practice in a fully working training company located in the providing institution.  
There, students and teachers work side by side in a learning practice environment. 

The Foundation degree or associate degree in the Netherlands is a level 5 higher education 
degree linked to the bachelor-master system.  In order to broaden the offer in higher 
education and to close the gap between secondary vocational education and higher education 
the foundation degree was started in September 2006, offered as a two year programme.  It is 
particularly intended for VET students who wish to continue study after their training but not 
on a 4 years bachelors course.  The AD is ideally suited to workers who wish to combine work 
and learning for a maximum duration of 2 years. 
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A good example is the south Faculty 'Hotelschool Maastricht’ at Zuyd University of Applied 
Science which has a teaching hotel and restaurant. The Teaching Hotel is an inspiring meeting 
place where guests can stay, lunch, have dinner or meetings. The ancient Chateau Bethlehem 
was refurbished by a team of twelve designers and transformed into a full-fledged hotel with 
26 uniquely designed rooms. This provides a unique learning environment where students 
may experiment with concepts such as hospitality, design and creativity.  A business 
apprenticeship may also be housed in a company or institution.  In the care sector for 
example, apprenticeship companies work with students from VET to HE who learn and work 
together with the employees of the health care institution and give care to real patients who 
are housed on the wards. 
 
(Innovations in work based learning at Zuyd University are covered in more detail in the case 
study section). 
 
 

5.  Staff training and professional roles and responsibilities 

 
Despite the particular requirements identified by partners of developing and supporting WBL, 
in all its forms, there is nonetheless very little formal or accredited training available for staff 
in HE  in any of the partner countries.  Unsurprisingly then, the lack of training was identified 
as one of the key inhibitors to the development and implementation of WBL at higher levels.  
This is coupled with a generally low level of staff awareness in HEIs about the particular 
requirements of the roles and responsibilities of staff involved at all levels of WBL.  Partners 
also considered that this lack of support, both within institutions and from external 
national/regional agencies, would be likely to discourage staff to become involved in WBL or 
to stifle innovation and new development by some involved in the more traditional 
approaches to vocational education and WBL.   It was considered that appropriate training 
should be available for all staff involved – academics, administrators and learning support 
colleagues.  Variations from the full-time, on campus, undergraduate model, which tends to 
set the benchmark for standard practices across most HEIs, leads to important differences 
inter alia in modes of attendance, teaching and learning, tutoring, assessment (and the 
administration of it), IT/ library and other learning resources, learning support and student 
experience.  Such differences can only be effectively managed and provided for with the 
support of proper training.  It is unrealistic to expect WBL to fulfil its true potential unless this 
is an integral part of its ongoing development.  Training should be accredited wherever 
possible and appropriate as a part of CPD for staff. There is a clear case for training to be 
available to support the following roles in WBL:  
 

• Programme development, validation and approval 
• Business liaison/employer engagement 
• HE liaison/HE engagement 
• Academic tutoring 
• Academic mentoring 
• Workplace tutoring 
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• Workplace mentoring 
• WBL assessment (university and company)  
• External assessor 
• Administration for WBL 
• Learning support for WBL 
• Marketing for WBL 

 
 

6.  Benefits for learners, companies and education providers 

 
At the staff mobility in Lisbon the project team identified the following benefits of WBL for 
learners, companies and providers 
 
For Learners 
 

• Recognition and self esteem 
• Motivation 
• Relevance to and integration in life (and work) experience 
• Visibility – learning through or at work is conspicuous, its impact and value is direct 
• Gives better understanding of work context 
• Offers better control of learning 
• Offers access to a wide body of accumulated company learning (and insight into its 

learning culture 
• Offers opportunity for learners to put work & company learning into wider HE study 
• Gives positive messages about learning to families (especially regarding social class 

and gender)  
 
For Companies 
 

• Creates awareness of, and pride in, company culture 
• Prestige at local, regional, national and international levels 
• Recognition at local, regional, national and international levels 
• Input of knowledge, experience and research from HE 
• Stimulates innovation, new ideas 
• Stimulates a positive approach to change and new knowledge 
• Excellent PR, enhancing company image and profile 
• Shows investment in and care for, employee development 

 
And companies bring: 
 
 New knowledge 
 Different learning environments 
 Funding 

 
For Providers 
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• New knowledge – often leading edge/close to market knowledge 
• A valuable external view of their provision and learning culture 
• New styles of teaching and learning 
• New skills for staff 
• Community reputation and credentials 
• Role in the knowledge economy 
• Knowledge transfer 
• Enterprise awareness 
• Increased numbers of students 
• Increased student diversity 
• Curriculum refreshment and updating 

 
And Providers bring: 
 
 Education 
 Reputation 
 Theoretical perspective on work context and learning 
 Research capability 
 Knowledge 
 Experience 
 Quality framework and assurance 

 
 

7.  Quality assurance 

 
Quality assurance was identified as of critical importance to the success, reputation and 
ongoing development of WBL.  However, although none of the partners had any actual, 
current concerns about the either the quality of, or the quality assurance processes for, WBL 
in their counties, it was nonetheless felt that more general concerns about the quality of WBL 
provision have historically been an inhibitor to its development.  Individuals, employers and 
professionals within the education system have all at various times expressed concerns about 
the equivalence of work based to standard awards. However, as WBL has become more 
established and better understood, these concerns have largely disappeared. This is mainly 
because quality assurance for WBL is now understood to be governed by the same rigorous 
standards and curriculum regulations that, in the main, apply to standard provision, with all 
stages from course proposal and design through validation to delivery, assessment and review 
are subject to the same levels of scrutiny.  The integrity and equivalence of awards achieved 
through WBL are no longer a concern.  It is now recognised that differences in mode of 
attendance, mode and locus of learning, assessment and type of student do not have a 
negative effect on the quality of outcomes.  On the contrary, there is also recognition in some 
areas that WBL has brought innovative new thinking to aspects of course design, teaching and 
learning and assessment.   
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8.  Marketing, promotion & recruitment 

 
There is very little marketing and promotion of higher level WBL on a national or regional 
scale in any of the partner countries.  Marketing is seen as the responsibility of the providing 
institutions (HEIs) as a part of the overall marketing and promotion of its provision.  For many 
universities, particularly in the UK, the prospectus whether physical or online, is still the main 
“product catalogue” for the courses on offer and a major recruitment tool.  These can often 
be overly focused on the predominant full time, on campus, undergraduate model.   Invariably 
provision through WBL, other than for mainstream work related vocational awards is difficult 
to find or conspicuous by its absence as is the availability of APL and other innovations.  
Marketing of and recruitment for WBL achieved at or through work tends to be through 
specialist material (physical or online) often in the form of fliers and leaflets.  Whilst it can be 
argued that non traditional learners may not look for information in a traditional prospectus 
anyway and that specialist material is therefore most appropriate, the nett result of this is 
that WBL is often very low profile and only really accessible to those who already know about 
it and where to look for it.  What is required is high profile active promotion, targeted, where 
appropriate, at particular groups of learners (such as women and lower social classes), 
industrial or commercial sectors, areas of skills shortages and so on. 
Marketing, promotion and recruitment by individual universities would be likely to be more 
effective if supported by more generic promotion of higher level WBL on a regional or 
national basis, possibly related to employment sectors and work opportunities. 
 
 

9.  Conclusions  

 
Project work has illustrated that WBL is practised across the broad range of types noted above 
and at different levels in partner countries.  There are also some cultural differences in the 
way WBL and adult education are viewed in relation to higher education.  However, there is 
an overriding consensus in the value and purpose of WBL as an approach that engages 
predominantly different, and in HE terms non-traditional, learner groups.  Whether related to 
work, based at work, achieved through work or in preparation for work, WBL is particularly 
relevant in offering equal access in respect of social class and gender in all countries.  This is 
not to say, however, that there would not be further benefits for learners from these groups if 
specifically targeted as potential beneficiaries.  The key conclusions, which may also serve as 
an executive summary, are as follows:- 
 
 

• 9.1   The overall philosophy, purpose and value of WBL is shared in all partner 
countries 

 
• 9.2   All partners acknowledge the strong economic imperative for continued 

investment in WBL  as a strategy for recovery 
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• 9.3   WBL is seen in all partner countries as a strategy for learning that supports 
lifelong learning and the empowerment of learners, particularly women and 
workers from lower social classes 

 
• 9.4   WBL has the power and potential to engage students that might otherwise not 

be drawn into or re-engage with education at all levels 
 
• 9.5   WBL spans the full range of employment and the vocational curriculum 
 
• 9.6   It is common for the accreditation of prior learning (APL) to be used as strategy 

within WBL programmes or schemes 
 
• 9.7   The detail of practice and delivery may vary depending on the level to which it 

is applied 
 
• 9.8   There is a range of approaches to the way it is managed 
 
• 9.9   There is greater central control and regulation in the Netherlands and Spain at 

pre- university levels than in the HE based systems in the UK 
 
• 9.10   There are key differences in the way it is funded – there is potential for cross 

national learning here 
 
• 9.11   Quality assurance is held to be of critical importance in establishing and 

maintaining credibility and trust 
 
• 9.12   Marketing and promotion of WBL tends to be institutionally (HEI or company) 

or programme specific.  There is little evidence of generic promotion of WBL at 
national level or marketing to address issues of gender and social class 

 
• 9.13   WBL could be a particularly effective approach targeted to reach women and 

persons from lower social classes.   

 

At the end of the Lisbon Mobility the project team considered what the key enablers and 
inhibitors were for developing effective WBL.  These can be regarded as further conclusions 
and are also reflected in the project “Recommendations for WBL Policy Development” paper. 
 
 
WBL – ENABLERS 
 
 Political, economic and social factors – reflecting the need to do it 

 
 The need for new learning models to support economic development 

 
 EU funding, development policy/strategies and special incentives 
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 Trend towards corporate social responsibility 

 
 Positive and supportive legislation 

 
 Requirements and support of professional bodies 

 
 Champions – especially at senior levels, in institutions, industry and government 

 
 Role models, especially re social class and gender 

 
 A supportive, wider coalition of social actors 

 
 Communication, clarity and high quality, up to date information 

 
 
WBL INHIBITORS 
 
 The quality debate – varying perceptions of the comparability of quality in WBL 

 
 The parity debate – is WBL as valuable and as valued as other HE learning? 

 
 Low social awareness – the need for WBL is not recognised 

 
 Apathy and complacency – relegation to the “too difficult drawer” 

 
 Lack of staff awareness in HEIs  

 
 Lack of trained and supported staff in HE and the workplace 

 
 Predominate focus on the full time, on-campus, full award undergraduate model 

 
 Time and money for research, development and implementation 

 
 Competing priorities (in HE and industry) 

 
 Change avoidance in the face of the need for new models of learning 

 
 
 

 
WBL has a long history and a well established and developing, central role in lifelong 
learning. It enables people to continue or restart learning from a different personal 
viewpoint, often at a different stage of life and in a different social context. Its value in 
supporting personal, corporate and social regeneration in the current economic crisis in 
Europe should not be underestimated.  It is an important, but often unrecognised, 
strategy for widening participation and has a key role to play in broadening access to 
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higher learning across age range, gender and social class.  Similarly, personal advancement 
that is achieved through qualifications that are acquired in, at, for and through work is 
likely to have a strong and sustainable impact on social mobility.  Recent development of 
WBL must be seen in the context of a broadly changing educational landscape.  This has 
seen a shift in emphasis from teaching to learning, from supply to demand, from 
prescribed to flexible, from the collective to the individual and from formal and traditional 
to a diverse range of learning contexts and settings, including the workplace.   
 
WBL has great potential for further innovation and development as part of this new 
landscape at the heart of lifelong learning in Europe. 

 

Please refer to the companion project paper “Recommendations for WBL Policy 
Development” for further discussion of the implications of project findings for policy and 
best practice. 
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