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Many readers of Education
Today will no doubt have
heard about the Higher
Education Funding Council
for England (HEFC) Centres
for Excellence in Teaching and
Learning (CETL) initiative (see
HEFCE, 2004). But few will
have had the opportunity to
acquaint themselves with the
work of specific Centres. In this
article we aim to provide some
background information about
the CETL initiative in general
and introduce the work of the
Centre for Excellence in Workbased Learning for Education
Professionals, the WLE Centre,
at the Institute of Education,
London, which we direct, in
some detail.

The HEFCE CETL initiative
In 2004, following publication
of the 2003 White Paper ‘The
future of higher education’, the
HEFCE invited bids from higher
education institutions for capital
and recurrent funding to establish
so-called Centres for Excellence in
Teaching and Learning to reward
excellent teaching practice and
deepen its impact. This funding
was intended as a mechanism
to incentivise HEIs to focus on
teaching and learning, as well as
research, in an attempt to enhance
the student experience. Overall,
some £315 million (of which £140
million were for capital funding)
were made available for the period
from 2005 to 2010 and institutions
were invited to define their own


areas of excellence based on a
demonstrable track record. A
particular aim of the scheme,
which is underpinned by notions of
scholarly reflection and innovative
practice, was to reward those
colleagues who have established
a proven record in relation to
supporting student learning as
well as to motivate others to do
so also. The CETL initiative is an
integral part of HEFCE’s learning
and teaching strategy and builds
on the work sponsored through
the Teaching Quality Enhancement
Fund.
The HECE invitation for bids (2004,
p. 4), delineated six objectives for
the CETL funding initiative:
1.	To reward practice that
demonstrates excellent
learning outcomes for
students.
2.	To enable practitioners to
lead and embed change by
implementing approaches
that address the diversity
of learners’ needs, the

requirements of different
learning contexts, the
possibilities for innovation
and the expectations of
employers and others
concerned with the quality
of student learning.
3.	To enable institutions to
support and develop practice
that encourages deeper
understanding across the
sector of ways of addressing
students’ learning effectively.
4.	To recognize and give greater
prominence to clusters of
excellence that are capable
of influencing practice and
raising the profile of teaching
excellence within and beyond
their institutions.
5.	To demonstrate collaboration
and sharing of good practice
and so enhance the standard
of teaching and effective
learning throughout the sector.
6.	To raise student awareness of
effectiveness in teaching and
learning in order to inform
student choice and maximize
student performance.
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In order to be able to establish
a visible presence within their
institutions, as well as to be able
to act as catalysts for change,
CETLs were asked to come up
with specific titles capturing their
distinctive identities. In addition
to enhancing the status of
teaching in higher education, the
initiative is intended to pioneer
innovative pedagogical approaches
and to extend the use of new
technologies.
In all, 74 CETLs were funded and
they cover the following areas of
pedagogy (source: HEFCE, 2005,
p. 11):

learning, documents professional
practice and/or can be used as
teaching and learning resource in
the form of a DVD, web-stream
or pod- or vodcast, in an attempt
to bridge the gap between
learning in the workplace and
at university. The Centre aims to
enhance the learning experience
of students at the Institute, most
of whom are enrolled on courses
offering professional education
and development, by developing
innovative approaches to teaching,
learning and assessment. In
addition, the WLE Centre aims
to transform current models
of work-based learning (WBL)

workplace, i.e. work-located
learning.
The workplace is a crucially
important site for learning and
for access to learning
opportunities. In undertaking
and using research in all aspects
of its work, the WLE Centre
aims to develop perspectives on
WBL which take the social and
organisational context of work
and learning fully into account.
The Centre’s research and
development activities aim to
make connections between the
types of programmes which
incorporate WBL and the nonformal aspects of learning that
run through everyday workplace
practices, between workplaces,
organisational environments and
the careers of educators from a
variety of professional settings and
between theoretical frameworks
that can contribute to new
and more effective pedagogic
strategies.
International in scope, the Centre
is also committed to identifying
what needs to be done to
move from scattered ‘islands of
excellence’ in workplace learning
to policies and systems that can
support excellence and equity,
consistently and comprehensively.

The Centre for Excellence
in Work-based
Learning for Education
Professionals (WLE
Centre) at the Institute of
Education, London
The WLE Centre, which formally
opened in May 2006 after a year
of planning and building work,
incorporates a broadcast-quality
digital tv studio which enables
even inexperienced teachers to
produce digital video footage
that exemplifies professional
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to respond to the diversity of
professional learning needs.
Rather than starting with subject
knowledge and seeing how it can
be applied to work environments,
the Centre acknowledges that
WBL starts in the workplace
with everyday practice and is
enhanced by intellectual resources
from the outside. The Centre
undertakes and uses research to
enhance professional practice in
a variety of workplace settings. It
approaches work-based learning
through work-related programmes
and through initiatives in the

In July 2007, the WLE Centre
submitted its internal evaluation
report to HEFCE accounting for
the first two years of operation,
which gives a detailed account of
the work of the Centre in relation
to the evaluation framework
suggested by the Funding
Council. The report is available for
download from the WLE Centre
website at http://www.wlecentre.
ac.uk as are information sheets
and reports on a wide variety of
research and development projects
sponsored by the Centre.
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•

In its bid to HEFCE, the Centre
delineated the following aims: to
•

•

•



f acilitate work-based learning
through the exchange and
development of ideas and
practices across the Institute,
and so continue to increase
our understanding of how
knowledge is constructed
through the integration of
practice, theory and research;
use research and evaluation
to enhance existing flexible
learning and teaching practices
(face-to-face, virtual and
work-located), to promote
knowledge creation among
education professionals,
drawing on their practical
experience and a range of
theoretical approaches and
cutting edge research;
further develop the
use of information and
communications technology
(ICT) and other media to
promote learning, critical
reflection and creative
thinking, and to provide a

•

•

•

•

physical base where staff
and course participants can
make use of the most up-todate technology to promote
learning and teaching;
produce a range of media
resources for learning and
teaching which can be used
as stimuli for learning for
education professionals;
further develop innovative
assessment practices and
criteria which are constructively
aligned with aims and teaching
methods to promote the
integration of professional
practice, experience and
academic study;
support the development of
new teaching programmes
targeted to meet the particular
needs of professionals
working in different sectors of
education (from early years to
higher education) and related
areas of the public sector
(including medicine, health
and children’s services);
foster education professionals
who see their work as complex

and contestable, and who are
aware that there are no simple
solutions to the challenges and
issues that they face as part of
their daily practice; and
disseminate best practice
identified and developed within
the Centre to HE institutions,
employers and other public
sector organisations, in the UK
and internationally.

With the inception of the WLE
Centre, the Institute has started to
engage in a programme of course
development and research in
relation to its work-based provision.
The pedagogical understandings,
materials and processes developed
through the WLE Centre are
aimed at aligning Institute policy
and practice more explicitly
with WBL, for example through
the development of innovative
accreditation and assessment
frameworks, technology-supported
pedagogies and the development
of a policy and guidelines on
the accreditation of prior and
experiential learning (APEL). The
Centre has also been instrumental
in developing new taught provision
such as the MA in Clinical Practice
offered in collaboration with
the London Deanery which is
“working to improve the quality
of patient care by ensuring the
supply of doctors and dentists
who are educated, trained and
motivated to play their part in a
first class modern health service”
(http://www.londondeanery.ac.uk/).
Exploratory work is under way to
develop an Enterprise Education
strand of the MA Learning and
Teaching in Higher and Professional
Education (TLHPE) in collaboration
with the National Council for
Graduate Entrepreneurship.
Since its creation in March 2005,
the WLE Centre has already made
great strides towards achieving its
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< TURNING WORKPLACE LEARNING ON ITS HEAD >

goals. It has completed the capital
work to refurbish the TV studio to
create a technology-rich resource
area where staff and learners can
make use of the most up-to-date
digital video technology. The
Centre has adopted Moodle as its
virtual learning environment for
staff and students to broaden their
learning and teaching experiences;
this is currently used by the Master
of Teaching (MTeach) as well as
across provision in the London
Centre for Leadership in Learning.
Various projects funded by the
Centre are starting to provide
a range of media resources for
learning and teaching and support
shared knowledge construction
in workplaces through intraand inter-professional networks
facilitated by computer-mediated
communication. A growing
number of staff are being
seconded to the Centre from
within the Institute of Education.

•	an emphasis on the workplace
as site for learning;
•	collaboration, partnership and
innovation.

The recurrent funding received
from HEFCE until 2009-10 allows
the Centre to sponsor a number of
projects every year. In the bidding
round for project for 2007-08, the
Centre identified the following
overarching themes for R&D
projects:

Projects were expected to cover
at least two of the following
underpinning dimensions:

In order to enrich this community
of practice with expertise from
outside the Institute, the WLE
Centre has developed partnerships
with a wide range of individuals
and groups and it intends to
grow the number of partners in
the coming years. Central to the
notion of partnership building is
the Centre’s policy on Associates; it
allows individuals from within and
without the Institute to become
affiliated with the Centre whilst
having the flexibility to work within
their own structures. In addition
to growing the partnership within
which the Centre operates,
Associates allow the Centre to
foster synergies with research
and to disseminate the Centre’s
research findings.

•	the use of new technologies;
•	interdisciplinarity;
•	social justice and equity incl.
widening participation;

A challenge for the Centre,
identified in its internal evaluation,
is the need to continue to
transform current models of

•	the relationship between
theory, pedagogy and learning;
•	the relationship between work,
learning and professional
practice;
•	the relationship between
pedagogy, assessment and
learning.

Integral to the Centre’s rationale
for ensuring and enhancement
in the quality of teaching and
learning is the notion of scholarly
reflection and evidence-informed
practice. To this end, the Centre
views staff as key drivers of change
and decided to use its funds to
enable and encourage staff to step
back from their practice, reflect
on it critically and develop new
frameworks for long-term and
sustainable change. The Centre
views staff as key multipliers of
innovative pedagogical practices
and a defining characteristic of the
Centre is its ability to sponsor a
research and development culture
and provide the physical and virtual
space to allow for the development
of a community of practice.

work-based learning to respond
to the diversity of professional
learning needs emerging not only
in education, but also in fields
such as accountancy, medicine,
nursing, pharmaceutics, finance
and management. This challenge
can be seen to operate at a
number of levels ranging from
the need to make connections
between research on workbased learning undertaken in the
Institute and elsewhere that is
generating new conceptual and
methodological insights about
the social nature of learning in
workplaces and between research
and the workplace as well as
work-related programmes of
academic study. There is also the
issue of bringing the knowledge
acquired in the workplace into a
fruitful relationship with theoretical
knowledge. And, at the level of
pedagogic practice, it revolves
around the need for learners
to develop a more iterative
relationship between theory and
practice. All this within the context
of finite financial resources.
The Centre has built a strong
research base by supporting some
16 projects in the first year and
some 23 in the second year. It will
be able to fund another 15-20
new projects in 2007-08. The
projects are multi-thematic and
many of them are interdisciplinary.
The topics include WBL, e-learning
and experiential learning and
assessment.
As we state in the ‘About’ section
of the Centre’s website, through
their work, project holders try to
resolve a series of tensions:
•
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a
 gency and structure:
(i) The view that drives learning
and that structure (i.e. the
organisation of work, the
culture of workplaces and so
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•

•

•

•

forth) play a secondary role
in WBL; and (ii) the aim of
learning should be for personal
rather than for organisational
reasons;
identity and culture:
How far can we focus on
curriculum, pedagogic and
assessment issues within
WBL in isolation from the
development of personal
and professional identity and
without reference to the types
of workplace cultures which
facilitate engagement with the
relation between theory and
practice;
accreditation and skill
development:
How far can we focus on
WBL as being concerned with
providing evidence of some
kind for either accreditation
in an academic programme or
as a resource for discussion in
academic contexts as opposed
to being concerned with skill
development to facilitate
organisational development;
formal and informal
learning:
How far these terms which
refer to the site and mode of
learning and which therefore
have little to say about the
trajectory of learning help
us to identify the type of
knowledge and skill developed
through WBL;
professional and vocational
education:
In what ways, if any, is WBL
different from them.

In order to achieve the WLE aims,
connections are made:
•



b
 etween the types of
programmes which incorporate
work-based learning and the
non-formal aspects of learning

•

•

•

which run through everyday
workplace practices;
between the workplace,
wider life/work relationships
and the careers of education
professionals;
between theoretical
frameworks which can
contribute to a better
understanding of the social
nature of the workplace;
between theory and practice
by understanding practice as a
resource to re-think theory.

Dissemination of findings is
another key concern of the
Centre and in addition to making
project-related outcomes available
for download from the website,
the Centre has launched a peer
reviewed e-journal, Reflective
Education, to complement existing
and ongoing research activities at
the Institute – the current issue
is on Education for Citizenship
and available free at http://
reflectingeducation.net – and the
Centre has started to publish the
first few papers in its Occasional
Papers in Work-based Learning
series. So far the emphasis has
been on new technologies with
one title on mobile learning,
one on pedagogical templates
for e-learning and another on
perspectives on CPD ICT. The
occasional papers can also be
downloaded free of charge from
the Centre website.
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