
http://cetl.edubility.net                                                                                        
 
 

 

 
Institute of Education, University of London 
20 Bedford Way 
London WC1H 0AL 

Knowledge, Networks and Work-based Learning: A Development Programme for 
the CETL 

 
 

Dr David Guile (LEID) 
 
 

1. Aim of Proposal 
 
1.1. This proposal revisits, extends and elaborates work that was originally begun by 
Michael Young and myself in the Accreditation of the Work-based Learning of the FE 
Teacher/Trainer of the Future (ED 1995). This work conceptualised the form that different 
models of work-based learning might take. This is also being taken forward in practice 
through innovative pedagogical approaches in the MA in HPE course. 
 
1.2. The intention of the 05/06 programme of work set out below is to identify: 
 

• how different approaches to work-based learning may intersect to produce better 
understandings of the process of work-based learning relevant to education 
professionals; 

 
• what type of knowledge that is actually learnt in the workplace and its relationship 

to theoretical knowledge. Until this is known, it is difficult to move beyond the 
theory/practice divide. 

 
 
2. Background to WbL 
 
2.1. Work-based learning entered the higher education lexicon as a result of the work 
sponsored by the Employment Department (ED) through the Enterprise in Higher 
Education Programme in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The ED defined work-based 
learning as: 
 

‘The effective learning that can take place at the workplace, and not only in 
the formal academic setting of the lecture theatre and laboratory, and help 
individuals to learn through the experience of work itself’ (ED 1992). 

 
2.2. This definition introduced into higher education what was widely perceived at the 
time to be a controversial idea namely that: ‘all work-based learning is valid and 
creditworthy’ and that its value could be assessed ‘in terms which allowed it to be 
integrated, and possibly accredited with academic programmes’ (ED 1992). This was a 
clear departure from conventional higher education thinking and practice. In the main, 
universities had retained the tradition of separating theory and practice and rarely offered 
accreditation for the latter within the structure of degree programmes (Barnett 1994).  
 
2.3. In the early to mid 1990s, the debate about work-based learning in higher education 
was mainly centred upon two themes. The first theme was concerned with the potential 
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and limitations of the National Council for Vocational Qualification’s (NCVQ) concept of 
competence. The second theme concentrated on operational issues, in particular, the 
development of appropriate methods for establishing comparability and equivalence 
between academic and work-based learning. One outcome of these debates was that some 
universities offered academic accreditation for NVQ awards within their degree 
programmes while other universities developed innovative work-based learning degree 
programmes in partnerships with employers and professional associations (Winter and 
Maisch 1996). 
 
2.4. It became apparent from the mid 1990s onwards that the original definitions of work-
based learning were far too narrow to embrace either the diversity of the forms of learning 
that occurred in the workplace or to address the complex relationship between theory and 
practice that was a prime concern of professional and vocational education (Evans et al 
(2002).  One notable development was a concern to move away from the a-theoretical 
stance associated with the initial work pioneered by the ED, and to identify theories that 
are best fitted the search for better understandings of work-based learning. It is widely 
accepted that these are constructivist and socio-cultural theories. The main attraction of 
these theories is that they emphasise the significance of the context and environment for 
learning.  
 
2.5. Moreover, the impact of social changes on all aspects of working life has also helped 
to sharpen attention on the value of work-based learning, especially with respect to 
supporting student employability as well as the fostering of lifelong learning of those at 
work and hence their future employability.  
 
2.6. Taken together, the academic debate about work-based learning, coupled with 
employers’ and professional associations’ growing interest in work-based learning, have 
considerably broadened the way that work-based learning has been subsequently 
developed in the UK and globally in higher education (Boud and Soloman 2001). 
Increasingly, the concept of work-based learning has served as a framework within 
undergraduate and postgraduate degree programmes to foster the combination and 
interdependence of theoretical and practical learning.  
 
3. Next Challenge for Work-based Learning 
 
3.1. Despite the widespread interest in the academic community to inject a stronger 
theoretical orientation into work-based learning, the form that work-based models have 
taken (for an early example see, Guile and Young’s (1996) ’connective’ typology), there 
are theoretical and practical challenges with many of the approaches adopted, even though 
they show considerable potential for first understanding, and then improving, learning.  
 
3.2. On the one hand, they recognise that the majority of workplace learning is informal 
and is best understood through initially examining the relationship with practical work 
activities; the cultural and social relations of the workplace; and the experience and social 
world of the participants. On the other, they highlight that theory should not be seen as an 
abstraction from the world or in Schon’s famous term ‘a high ground’. Rather theory is a 
way to help learners to go beyond their immediate context and immediate understandings. 
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In order to use research to effect improvements in learning, this conceptualisation needs to 
be closely linked to the realities of contrasting and diverse workplaces.  
 
3.3. What is missing is any sense of first, how the different strengths of these different 
approaches to work-based learning may intersect to produce better understandings of the 
process of work-based learning relevant to education professionals. Until this is known, it 
is difficult to enhance our understanding of the extent to which strategies to increase 
incentives to learn are themselves situation-specific or generalisable. Second, what is also 
missing is any sense of the type of knowledge that is actually learnt in the workplace and 
its relationship to theoretical knowledge. Until this is known, it is difficult to move beyond 
the theory/practice divide. 
 
4. Proposal 
 
4.1. A number of steps will be undertaken to address the issues outlined in 3.3. The first 
step will be to arrange a series of seminars to explore how the different strengths of these 
different approaches to work-based learning may intersect to produce better 
understandings of the process of work-based learning relevant to education professionals. 
Invitations will be issued to leading researchers in the field of work-based learning to 
present what they see as the ‘point of connection’ between their work and work that 
emanates from other theoretical traditions or substantive foci.  
 
4.2. The seminars will consist of members of the CETL as well as researchers from other 
universities, and members of professional institutes who have an active interest in work-
based learning. This strategy has a number of advantages. First, it will enable the CETL to 
identify a ‘critical mass’ of leading UK and International researchers and other 
stakeholders in the field of work-based learning, Second, to extend our reach into other 
networks and alliances of academics and professionals involved with work-based learning.  
 
4.3. Taken together, this strategy will assist the CETL to establish its national and 
international profile for research hand teaching in the field of work-based learning, and to 
enhance the channels for disseminating its work to the wider practitioner community. 
 
4.4. The second step will be to begin the conceptual work on theorising the relation 
between work-based knowledge and its relationship to theoretical knowledge. This will be 
tackled by writing a ‘’clarification’ paper, provisionally titled ‘knowledge and work-based 
learning’.  
 
4.5. The paper will help members of the CETL to devise better criteria for making 
connections: between the types of programmes which incorporate work-based learning and 
the non-formal aspects of learning which run through everyday workplace practices; and to 
re-think their pedagogic strategies so as to enable learners to develop a more iterative 
relationship between theory and practice. 
 
5. Outputs 
 
5.1. The outcomes for the year are as follows:  



                                                                                                                  
http://cetl.edubility.net 

 
  

 

Page 4 

 
• three seminars will be arranged; 
 
• one academic paper will be produced; 

 
• one national work-based learning network will be established; 

 
• one international work-based learning will be established. 
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