	Linking work and learning 
Overview

Many working people who start a university or college course find it difficult to articulate what they have learnt through their work roles and responsibilities. It isn’t that they haven’t achieved any learning – far from it! 

Most people are learning all the time, but learning that we achieve at work often just seems like part and parcel of our everyday job – it can be difficult to even recognise that you have learnt something until you really think about it. This can be especially true for those who have been out of education for some time or feel that school wasn’t an especially positive experience. 

Even people who are highly skilled frequently struggle to fully explain their own expertise and how they use in carrying out complex tasks and responsibilities. They take their skillfulness for granted as something that they 'just do'. And talking about how skilful we are is just something that we are not often encouraged to do.

Other life experiences – including bringing up a family, or engaging in voluntary work, can also be valuable to our personal and professional development, yet similarly these can be simply taken for granted.

The fact is that your learning from work and life can often be related to learning at HE levels, and may even be used to count towards a qualification. Looking at this aspect of your own learning can be an extremely positive process and that is exactly what this section will help you to do. You will start from what you know, from your life and work experiences, and develop ways to transfer your skills into higher level study.

In this section you will: 

· Think about your current situation and complete a self-audit through SWOT 

· Identify your existing skills and competencies 
· Relate the learning that you achieve at work to the HE levels 

· Find useful Extra Resources
Looking at where you are now

… a self-audit of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats

SWOT analysis is a tool commonly used for developing business strategies; you may have come across it in that context. It can also be used at a personal level - many people find it a nice, neat way to summarise their current situation. 

SWOT involves considering in turn your own current strengths, and any weaknesses or areas for further development; and then looking beyond yourself and thinking about more external factors, particularly opportunities for you, in your current role or possibly others (such as promotion or career change) and potential threats to your position or future. 

It is explained more fully in both personal and 


 HYPERLINK "http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm" \t "_blank" 
business
 contexts.

There is more information, together with examples of work-based learners' personal self-audit for you to download here. 
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Use the information in the links and downloads to help you to complete your own SWOT analysis / self-audit review of where you are now and where you want to be. This will be an important part of your Personal Development Portfolio for you to use now and to look back on later. It is a useful exercise to repeat over time, as you develop and your circumstances change.

 

Looking at what you do well

...your skills and competencies

What do we mean by ‘skill’?  Cambridge online defines it as:

an ability to do an activity or job well, especially because you have practised it 
 You have already learned many skills in life, you probably identified some of them in your strengths in your SWOT analysis, and many of them will stand you in good stead in higher education. You will find that many of the ways you approach tasks in work and life are not so very different to what are called ‘study skills’ in HE.

You may already be very familiar with identifying your skills and competencies at work through induction, NVQ learning, skills frameworks and training needs analysis and other such processes. If so, use whatever you already have! However, you may work in a small organisation or a sector where such processes are less used. If the latter is the case, you could usefully pay special attention to the skills and competencies that are seen as being particularly important by large numbers of employers. (see CBI below) 

There are different types of skills and competencies (things you can do) but there are also attitudes, values and qualities (how you go about things and how you think and behave).  

Some people see the attitudes, values and qualities as being part and parcel of skills; others see them as separate.  You might have your own view on the different ways of looking at your skills and you can take your own preferences into account. 

Finally, the world of education has its own classifications to do with those skills that are needed in academic development and learning. 

So, all of this can be confusing especially as there are overlaps between these categories! Don’t let this put you off though. To enable you to focus on materials that are particularly useful rather than trawl through all the stuff that’s out there, carefully selected information, tools and checklists are provided (or signposted) below.  You will also find advice on how to approach the task of identifying as wide as possible a range of your own skills and competencies. This is all arranged in four logical steps which you should follow in order.
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Identify your skills in each step:
Step 1 - Personal Skills and Qualities Checklist
There is a very useful extensive list of personal skills and qualities, which is quick and easy to use, for free download here. 

Use this as a starting point, alongside any existing skills related evidence that you have from your own workplace or previous workplaces, and aim to get the broadest and fullest picture of yourself that you can. Often we just home in on one or two aspects and that is not really doing yourself justice!

Step 2 - Employability Skills and Information (CBI)
To broaden even further, read the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) summary of Employability Skills as agreed with a large range of employers in terms of their definitions and priorities. 

 Download Employability Skills Document here.
Once you have read it, look carefully at what you did in Step 1 above, and add to your list any skills you have that crop up in the CBI document that you might have not thought about before. Or perhaps the CBI perspective will prompt you to refine your own ideas and express them in terminology which will be useful for you use in the future.

Step 3 - Finding Relevant Sector Standards
Consider the sector or profession that you work in and find out whether it has existing standards of skills or competency frameworks, which you need to measure yourself against. 

For example, if you work in or are interested in a career in early years practice, then there are Early Years Professional Status standards which you can see in detail on the web at:

http://www.cwdcouncil.org.uk/eyps/
If you run a small business, then you may find it useful to look at the National Occupational Standards at: 
http://www.sfedi.co.uk/standards-setting-body/standards
There are too many different sets of standards to link to them all here but you probably know which ones are relevant for you already if you work in that area, and if you are seeking to change career then it is something to research, using Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) sources and professionals to help you with this. 

Does looking at these standards offer you a better way of mapping your own skills and competencies than steps 1 and 2? Or does it extend your own ideas further, in terms of your strengths, and help you to identify areas for further development and gaps where you need to look for opportunities, at work and within courses to develop your learning and knowledge? 

Make sure that you capture all this extra information in the portfolio materials you are building up and / or in your Reflective Log. 

When you come to the final section of this resource – Next Steps – you will need to look back at what you have done here, in order to inform your own action planning. Your materials may also be relevant to the section on Support for learning in the workplace.

Step 4 - Educational Skills and Terminology
Briefly look at some of the ways in which skills are described in education (below) to give you an idea of how your work skills could transfer to the skills needed for learning. If you are a parent of secondary school aged children or have done any FE level courses recently you have probably already met some of these. Do bear in mind though, that you are not expected to know about all these things when you start a course – part of the job of the university or college is to help you to develop these skills.

Educational institutions (schools, colleges and universities) often refer to: 

Core Skills

Working with Others; communication; numeracy; problem-solving

Key Skills

Communication; Application of number and information technology; working with others; improving own learning and performance; problem-solving

Transferable Skills

Communication; Organisation; planning and research; working with and leading other people; dealing with conflict; problem-solving

Essential Study Skills

Reading, Making Notes; Learning Through Talk; Working with Numbers and Charts; Researching online; Writing academically; Managing the Writing Process, and Preparing for Exams. 

 

The Essential Study Skills list is taken from the chapter headings in Part 2 of Northedge (2005) and this gives you an idea of the kinds of helpful topics covered in generic study skills texts so you can be assured that you there is plenty of support available to help you to succeed in developing these skills if you do enter HE!

You may find it useful to complete one or both of the following two proformas, reproduced from Cottrell (2008) to add to your personal development portfolio too.

- Turning personal skills into academic skills
- Transferable and soft employment skills
If you are unsure about the level of your skills, in use of English for study, or ICT, then you might wish to discuss this with advice and guidance specialists such as learndirect, unionlearn or others available to you locally. 

If you feel that you have other needs, eg if you are dyslexic (or feel that you might be) then there are specialist support services in every college or university to identify any support and adjustment needs you may have early on – so don’t regard dyslexia as a barrier to higher level learning. 

Remember that you will develop study skills as you go – you aren’t expected to have them all before you start higher level learning and most students find that they need the first year or so of studying to get into the expectations and conventions, so you will be in good company and once you have a group of co-students to discuss things with and to support each other, it will all seem much less daunting!

These four steps should have helped you to identify and describe the skills you have already developed together with any areas for development you might have. This will all feed into the next topic – how to relate your current skills and expertise to different qualification levels, and especially to the first level of higher education – Level 4.

Relating your learning to HE levels

The activities so far should have given you a greater awareness of your current skills and capabilities and how they match to desirable ones for higher level learning. The final topic in this section is designed to enable you to practice one example in more depth of such linking. 

Higher learning uses the concept of level indicators, which are standardised statements of the competencies required to study at the different levels within HE.

 

Each level indicator has one or more statements attached to it, and each statement provides an interpretation of that particular learning indicator at a given learning level. For example the indicator Complexity and responsibility is represented at Level 2 (below HE level) by the statement:

'' Making decisions about how to complete tasks ''
 and at Level 6 (final year undergraduate level) by the statement

'' Responsibility across a broad area rather than for individual tasks, including for negotiating objectives and outcomes and for their wider impacts ''
The following simple activity example will help you to work through the principles involved and understand what we are trying to achieve. You need to work with each stage and then the next part will be revealed for you to move on. The example contrasts working at two very different levels, in order to help you to understand the process. However, you will then be asked in the task to map yourself to the equivalent of a first year student at University (Level 4).

To complete the activity and develop your own worked example to add to your portfolio contents, you will need to work with the following key documents:

· The list of Level Indicator statements developed for work-based learners so they can match their learning to levels of qualifications, as expected and set out in the National Qualifications Framework. Statements are provided here from levels 2-5 inclusive, in order for you to gauge where you think you are by comparing levels. 

· The specific list of Level 4 Indicator statements, in a matrix format which you can adapt for your own examples of learning from your work experience. 

· You also need to provide more detailed analysis of your learning from the subject / project you have chosen. To help you, here is an example of matrix and analysis. This example is mapped to Level 5 Indicators, but the principles of how to tackle it are the same. 
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Your Portfolio building task.

Decide upon an achievement, experience or project - something you feel you have done well at work - which you can use to demonstrate or explain ways in which you feel you have already achieved higher learning that is equivalent in Level to Level 4 learning, the level at which first year undergraduate students study.

Write or in some other way represent (eg a mind map diagram might work well?) a brief description of your chosen focus, showing its scope and your own role in relation to it (eg alone or as part of a team, leading or supporting). 

Then look at the list of Level 4 indicator statements and select those which you feel are most relevant, in that you know you can relate your experience to them. Aim for selecting 2-5 statements for this, choosing the best fit but perhaps trying to select from more than one overall field if possible. The fields, (in your downloaded document) are: 

Field
Description
Complexity and responsibility
This concerns the level of complexity you are dealing with and what you are personally taking responsibility for (which can be different from the responsibility expected in your job).
Scope
This is about whether you are, for instance, working within a closely-defined situation or considering wider implications and impact. 
Thinking and understanding
This refers to the level of thinking and understanding you are using in analysing information, pulling information together and making decisions about what you are doing.
Investigation and evaluation
This concerns how you are investigating information and evaluating situations.
Innovation and originality
This is about the level of originality and innovation you are bringing to your work. 
When you have selected the fields and the statements that match your chosen focus of learning, you can complete your own level 4 matrix, identifying your statements with ticks, against your project title. Finally, you need to develop your explanation or analysis of how your learning matched each statement, giving concrete examples and indicating what evidence you may be able to provide to support you. At this stage, it is fine to use bullet points, or a simple table or diagrams, rather than writing out a full text. It is up to you to choose. 

How easy or difficult did you find this task and how long did it take you to complete? If you have access to someone who would look over it for you, and give you feedback on what you have done, you would probably find this very helpful. If you were going through this process within a higher level learning module you would have a tutor to do this for you, of course. 

Keep this task in your personal development portfolio as it could be useful in the future in any activities such as:

· Applying for higher level studies, especially if you don't already have the traditional qualifications but do have experience 

· Considering a claim for Accreditation for Prior Experiential learning (APEL) – you can download a document here which explains this terminology and how it works. It could be a way to gain credit what you have already learnt in your work, to enter or gain some credits within a higher level qualification such as a Foundation Degree, for example. 

I have worked in the NHS for over 20 years, and in the last 13 years I have been doing mainly project based tasks. Because of this I was able to gain Accreditation for Prior Learning. I had to identify the skills required for each project and document my learning outcomes with the necessary evidence to support my claim.

Summary:

You should now have produced some very useful documents to include (electronically or in paper format or both) in your Personal Development Portfolio: 

· your SWOT analysis and any commentary 

· several different ways of describing your skills from work and personal life which will be useful both at work and in any application for courses 

· a worked example of how you can link your learning from work to a level and possibly credits within HE. 

The documents form a picture of you, which is something you can now communicate to others too if you wish - whether at work, or in course applications, for example. Be proud of this!

You might also have become aware of a few gaps in your experience and current learning, which may influence your choices about the kinds of courses or modules that will be best suited to you. It might be that, for example, you decide to do a short course to develop a particular skill before moving on to higher education. Hang on to these ideas to incorporate into your action planning as you draw everything together and plan your next steps.
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