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Abstract:

Objectives:
This paper aims to identify the problems and opportunities presented by work-based learning through the evaluation of a funded programme in SMEs in the food manufacturing industry. 

Prior work:
In recent years, and in response to government policy, interest has been generated in life-long learning. Work-based learning helps to improve and enhance in-house training systems and supplies certification. Vocationally Related Qualifications (VRQs) are nationally recognised qualifications aimed at developing management and leadership skills. The Qualification and Curriculum Authority (QCA) determine the standards and approve the individual Awarding Bodies.

Approach:
This study focuses on employees in the food manufacturing industry. This paper presents data gathered by interviews and questionnaires from 25 employees in 11 small and medium companies in England who enrolled on a Level 4 VRQ ‘Management Development Programme’. Funding was secured from the European Social Fund (ESF) and the Awarding Body, ‘The Meat Training Council’, with support from the University of Salford.

Results:
Sixty percent of students achieved the Level 4 VRQ within the 18 months time-span of this project. Others continue working towards certification. Across the companies, 3 had 4 students, 2 had 3 and 1 company had 2 students. Five companies had 1 student each. It was discovered that this form of learning requires motivation and commitment from an individual and, although a strong mentor/learner relationship was established, some individuals experienced problems. Two students failed to complete as they left their employers. These types of problem could be addressed by the formation of geographical cluster groups for learning sessions. Work-based learning is not easy for any of the parties involved. The costs to employers, including finance and working time given to students, have to be considered. The benefits to the companies were motivated staff with higher levels of knowledge and skills applied directly to their working environment.

Implications: There is increasing awareness that bringing together academia and industry is mutually beneficial. A university delivering VRQs can influence the workforce into fulfilling their learning potential and improve their contribution to their employers. Additionally, with the introduction of work-based projects, academics and industrialists can work together, sharing their expertise and experience to achieve results. 

Value:
This paper identifies the problems and opportunities associated with adopting this type of work-based learning. It is suggested that benefits can be gained by effectively managed work-based learning. It also provides an employee perspective on the learning process.
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1.
Introduction

The issue of providing good training to meet the requirements of industry and employees is not a new idea. As long ago as 1986, when the then Conservative Government launched their White Paper, ‘Working Together, Education and Training’ there has been the realisation that there is a need for a skilled workforce in the UK. The report highlighted the need for high standard qualifications as being necessary for ensuring a competent workforce regardless of age. They maintained that economic performance was linked to individual job satisfaction with both ultimately depending on maintaining and improving standards of performance. Powell (2002) believes that there is a need for continuous learning and competence and that the workplace becomes a critical arena for a ‘channel’ to learning.

Since 1986 there have been numerous government initiatives that have all, too some extent, failed to deliver a coherent approach to the delivery of quality learning at all levels. The evidence for this is the number of reports/papers that have been published that have highlighted problems within the workplace and schemes to improve them. The National Skills Task Force (2000) identified that 70 per cent of on-the-job training in the UK was health and safety related while 50 per cent was induction related (these categories are not mutually exclusive). HM Treasury published the 2001 Pre-Budget Report ‘Developing Workforce Skills: Piloting a New Approach’ which identified that there are over 8 million people in the UK who have qualification lower than Level 2 and of these just over 50 per cent are employed by companies who employ fewer than 50 people. Companies that employ relatively small numbers of employees are referred to as Small Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs). (The definition of a SME is defined in the Recommendation 2003/361/EC which became active on the 1st January 2005 and states that SMEs are made up of enterprises which employ fewer than 250 persons and which have an annual turnover not exceeding EUR 50 million and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 43 million).  In the 2004 Pre-Budget Report, ‘Skills in the Global Economy’ it was identified that there was a great need for a highly skilled workforce to confront the challenges posed by global markets. This report lead to the Review of the situation by Lord Leitch who published his final report ‘Prosperity for all in the Global Economy: World Class Skills’ (published 5th December 2006), which examines the UK’s long-term skills needs. Publishing his report, Lord Leitch said in a press release that: ‘…without increased skills, we would condemn ourselves to a lingering decline in competitiveness, diminishing economic growth and a bleaker future for all. The case for action is compelling and urgent. Becoming a world leader on skills will enable the UK to complete with the best in the world’. (www.hm.treasury.gov.uk/newsroom_and_speeches). 

Following on from the publication this report the Government has embarked on a process of engagement with interested parties. ‘The Skills Challenge: a Public Debate’ was held in March 2007 and focused on four debates: Shaping skills provision to meet employer needs; Inclusion and the skills challenge; Engaging employers and Creating a culture of learning. The central themes emerging from these debates included:

· Flexibility in the way training is delivered.

· The targeting of skills provision to different sectors and businesses (supporting SMEs in particular).

· Making training personal and relevant (demonstrating benefits and showing the positive impact that skills and training can have).

· The role of employers in facilitating and supporting training.

· Financial support and funding (given that costs were recognised as being a barrier to participation in learning/training).

A recurring theme was the importance of taking into account individual needs rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach to learning and training. Further to this the Government, on the 28th June 2007 created the new Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS). The remit of this new Department is to ensure that the UK has the skilled workforce it needs to compete in the global economy. The Department is headed by Rt Hon John Denham MP, the first Secretary of State for Innovation, Universities and Skills. His role is to promote effective investment in research, science, innovation and skills, putting these at the heart of the Government’s competitiveness strategy.

2.
Accreditation of work-based learning

Work-based learning is defined, Sector Skills Council (SSC) 2007, as ‘…any training that relates directly to the requirements of the job/workplace or employer’. They highlight the fact that work-based learning is particularly effective in helping an employee to gained experience and skills and in ‘…raising employee productivity and flexibility’. Further they believe that, ‘Work Based Learning helps to improve and enhance in-house training systems and supply accreditation so that training is formally recognised’. They also acknowledge the dual benefits of such training namely, that the organisation can benefit from improved effectiveness while staff benefit from ‘…academic study grounded within a work context’.  Nixon, et al (2006) agree with the government view that: ‘…work-based learning, unlike other forms of learning, tends to be directly related to the needs of employers and /or the employment needs of those in work (or seeking new work)’. Their recent report ‘Work-based Learning: Illuminating the Higher Education Landscape’ ( 2006) focuses on  ‘…learning which accredits or extends the workplace skills and abilities of employees’ which from an employers’ perspective is all about ‘up-skilling and re-skilling …employees’ Work-based learning is recognised by the Government in their recent report (21st Century Skills Realising our Potential, 2007) which emphasises learning and development as the principle means to ‘Upskill’ staff in order to raise their effectiveness.

Work-based learning has been around for many years under a number of guises such as apprenticeships. These usually last at least a year, and involve apprentices working towards a National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) as well as a range of Key Skills. In most cases a technical certificate, such as a BTEC or City and Guilds qualification are the ultimate aim. As part of their apprenticeship learners may attend college or a learning provider one day a week. Alternatively they can also undertake the qualification in the workplace with the emphasis being placed on learning the practical skills needed to do a particular job at a specific level. The Government have long supported NVQ training at Level 2. ‘Skills in the global economy’ (2004) outlines their willingness to offer free training to low-skilled employees who lacked basic skills or a level 2 qualification. They also made it abundantly clear that they would then expect employers to support individuals so that they could progress to level 3 and level 4 skills.  March 2000 saw the introduction of Vocational Related Qualifications (VRQs) which have been promoted as suitable for work-based learning with the emphasis on the knowledge and understanding needed to do a job. These are distinctly different from the traditional NVQ which is about learning the practical skills.

The National Qualifications Framework (NQF), 2007, groups qualifications under three headings each of which is split into 5 levels:

1. Occupational Qualifications: these relate to a specific job and cover the knowledge, skills and competence needed in the workplace.

2. Vocationally Related Qualifications: these are typically unit based and provide a broad introduction to a particular occupational area; e.g. Management

3. General Qualifications: these relate to a specific subject; e.g. GCE Health and Social Care

Levels of studies usually start at Level 1 (Foundation) and progress to Level 2 (Intermediate), Level 3 (Advanced) and Levels 4 and 5 (Higher). These qualifications are linked to National Occupational Standards (NOS) which are a measure of the skills, knowledge and understanding needed to do a job competently.

The standards of competency, for occupations, are identified by the Sector Skills Council (SSCs). The system for assessment and quality assurance are produced by various Awarding Bodies who are required to submit them to their appropriate SSC in order to gain endorsement before their proposals for qualifications are submitted to the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) for accreditation. QCA then takes over the role of monitoring the performance of the awarding bodies to ensure that they deliver qualifications at the correct level to a high quality standard (www.qca.org.uk).

QCA is at present revising ‘The National Qualification Framework’ (NQF). According to the Department of Education and Skills (DfES) this will mean the development of a new framework that will be unit based and enable credit accumulation and transfer to take place. This will enable learners to customise their qualifications from units across the framework.

Vocational Related Qualifications (VRQs) at Level 4 are focused on the development of the knowledge and understanding required to ‘manage’. In a recent report, ‘Skills in England 2004’ it was recognised that there is a need to enhance management skills. They highlight ‘… the crucial importance of management skills: the ability to create a successful strategic vision for an organisation, to implement it, and effectively to deploy the labour force.’(p.43) The report concludes that ‘management skills are required by all occupations and not just by those designated as managers and that although managers were the single largest occupation where management skills need improving, this was much smaller than the total need for management skills amongst all other occupations’ (p196).

In the recognition that skills need upgrading and in particular management skills need developing, there has been an increase in the number of VRQs at Level 4. The method by which these programmes are delivered and managed are in keeping with the government current thinking in delivering work-based learning in a flexible manner to employees. 

3.
Research Project

This research focuses on employees and, to a lesser extent, on employers in the food industry. Funding was secured from the ‘European Social Fund (ESF) and the Awarding Body, ‘The Meat Training Council’ (MTC), with support from the University of Salford. The ESF grant was part of Objective 3. The project also fits with the government programme Skills for Life. The programme was started in January 2006 for 18 months and focused on providing training and skills within SMEs in the Northwest of England. SMEs have been targeted because of their numbers and the contribution they make to the UK economy. In their recent report, Small and Medium-sized Enterprise (SME) Statistics for the UK 2005, The Small Business Service (SBS), an executive agency of the Department of Trade and Industry, published statistics in August 2006 which showed the importance of SMEs to the economy. At the start of 2005 they identified an estimated 4.3 million business enterprises, which could be classified as SMEs. This is an increase of 59,000 on the start of 2004. The number of people employed is estimated at 22 million with a combined annual turnover of £2,400 billion. SMEs account for more than half of the employment (58.7 per cent) and business turnover (51.1 percent) in the UK. Such a large sector needs to be engaged in training given that: ‘Improving the skills of our workforce is essential to productivity growth’ (HM Treasury, 2002). The justification for this project is that it is topical and can be related to a recent report from ‘improve’ (The Food and Drinks Sector Skills Council) who published ‘The Food and Drink Manufacturing Workforce in England – at a Glance’ (2005) which identified that 47% of employers in the food and drink manufacturing sector in the North West had identified skills gaps in their workforce. 

3.1
Methodology

The project was targeted at a minimum of 10 SMEs and a total of 25 employees operating within the food industry. In the event 25 learners were identified from 11 companies. A decision was taken to approach companies from a range of sectors within the food industry and with differing numbers of candidates drawn from the companies. This would allow for a cross-section of SMEs to be involved in this way it was predicted that different learning environments would be encountered as would cultures, business goals and pressures on individuals which could have an influence on learners in different ways. The sector in which the companies operate in and their respective number of learners are identified in Table 1.

Table 1 Industries and learners taking part in the project

	Industry
	Number of employees

	Bakers and Confectioners
	3

	Cannery
	2

	Poultry Meat Supplier
	1

	Butchers
	1

	Cheese maker
	4

	Salad and vegetable processor
	4

	Restaurant
	1

	Bacon Processor
	1

	Cooked Meat Production
	1

	Poultry processor
	3

	Food Processor 
	4


The project involved delivering a Level 4 VRQ within the time limit set by ESF. The aim was to attempt to develop 25 learners with mixed skills and abilities to gain the Level 4 (Diploma) Certificate in Management developed by the Meat Training Council. The programme commences at Level 2 and introduces the learner to different levels of  work and methods of assessment such as examinations and assignment work before eventually culminating in an individual work based project. Examinations are undertaken on the first 6 units studied (the learner can choose any 6 units from 10), the learner then proceeds to undertake a further 8 units, (from a possible 11 units) each of which requires the completion of one fairly small assignment of approximately 500 to 1000 words length. The learner then proceeds to undertake 4 further units (from a possible 14), which are double the size of the previous ones and require assignments of 1500 to 2000 words in length. The learner then has to choose an additional 2 units (from those remaining). Once 14 units have been successfully completed an individual project, agreed between the learner, their employer and the academic, can be undertaken. 

The Management Development Programme (hereafter referred to as the programme) was delivered by one academic visiting the learners in their working environment. During the first 6 units, which required an examination to be sat, workbooks were given to the learners. A tutorial was held to pull out the salient points of the particular topic/subject area and a discussion would be started by the academic and the learners would be encouraged to think of their own examples related to the topic from their working environment and thereby join in the discussion. Examinations were taken when learners and the academic thought that a full understanding of the material had been achieved. 

The units required learners to produce written assignments, which were aligned to learning objectives, 14 units in total were delivered with the aid of a set text book (given to each of the learners) and a number of other resources (internet, books and journals) as and when necessary. Typically the assignments would be handed out and a discussion would follow on the ‘Tasks’ to be completed. Each session was concluded by the tutor who would summarise the issues and ensure that all learners knew exactly what was required of them for each of the tasks and the overall assignment.

As previously stated, the last unit to be undertaken was the individual project. This unit was left as the last piece of work as it was expected that by then the learners would have developed knowledge, skills and understanding and would be able to largely work on their own. Support was given by the academic in highlighting the requirements of a project and ensure that the employer would be in a position to identify an area/and or issue needing work to be undertaken and who could give the necessary authority for data collection. Each company was visited according to the needs of the learners. In some instances the tutor visited the learners every three weeks in other cases a two week gap was deemed more appropriate. 

The findings for this research can be divided into two sections as follows.

· Employers’ and employees’ perceptions of the programme assessed via a self-completion questionnaire and informal discussions. 

· Observations made during the delivery of the programme

Questionnaire testing started with knowledgeable colleagues, with diverse expertise, reviewing the draft questionnaires. Overall, their feedback indicated that questions were clearly worded and easily understood. A Likert scale was used on a number of questions in order to gain some understanding of the value or importance that learners credited to some attributes. Questionnaires were given, in some instances, to an assembled group of learners to complete and in other cases to individual learners. This was dependant on the number of learners available in each company. 
The tutor’s observation of the problems and opportunities of work based learning will be highlighted. For the analysis a phenomenological approach was chosen which in its widest sense, is the theoretical point of view which advocates the study of direct experience. In this method it is possible to describe qualitatively the experience and understanding gained from delivering the programme (Yin, 2003). 

From the 25 learners on the programme, 20 completed the questionnaire (two learners had changed employer). All 25 learners contributed to these findings by taking part in informal discussions and interviews. The nine companies whose employees completed the programme gave feedback and completed employer questionnaires. Informal feedback was obtained from the remaining two companies.

3.2
Research Findings

The research findings are divided into three sections, the case-study individuals, the companies and observations made during the delivery of the programme.

3.2.1
Research Findings: Learners

From the 25 learners on the programme, 20 completed the questionnaire (two learners had changed employer). All 25 learners contributed to these findings by taking part in informal discussions and interviews. The nine companies whose employees completed the programme gave feedback and completed employer questionnaires and informal feedback was obtained from the remaining two companies.

The cohort included seven females (28%) and eighteen males (72%) with ages ranging from between 19 up to and over 50 years of age. (age ranges included: 19-24 (16%), 25-49 (72%) and 50+ (12%). However the age ranges in this cohort were quite different from those normally undertaking any formalised NVQ training. MTC records show that the majority of Level 2 NVQ registrations are 16-19 year olds, who are partly funded by the Government, along with a minimal take up of Level 3 and 4 qualifications. The Learning and Sector Skills Council (2007) reported that 38% of work-based learners were female, and 62% were male.

The first question was concerned with previous training in the work place. A total of 4 (20%) had received no prior training while 16 (80%) had received health and safety and hygiene training. One had received NVQ Level 2 training and a further one had undergone training on employment law.

Of those having training, 10 (63%) had been delivered in-house with a further 6 (38 %) having attended a short course delivered in-house by an external provider. None of the learners had undertaken any other courses in the last two years.

The motivation for learners undertaking courses can be assessed to some extent by their willingness to initiate or request training. The question was asked whether the learner, had requested to go on a course and whether the training was offered by the company. Four (20%) had requested permission to go on a course. Twelve (60%) acknowledged that training was offered as standard practice and that they had received course leaflets/information on a number of occasions. 20 learners had their training needs assessed by the company.

The learners were asked what had influenced them to enrol on the programme. Multiple choices were allowed. Table 2 shows their responses.

Table 2: 
Factors that influenced the learners

	Factors influencing learners
	Respondents

	To gain a qualification
	19

	Advance skills and knowledge in the area
	20

	Like the subject area
	18

	Relevant to my job
	19

	Personal interests
	16

	Suggested by my employer
	17

	Convenience
	17

	Fitted career plans
	17

	Other/friends were doing the course
	0


The results show that all the learners were interested in advancing their skills and knowledge and had some affinity for the subject area as well as liking the convenience of what was being offered to them, i.e. in their place of work and at a suitable time for them.

In order to gauge their perceptions of training learners were asked to use a Likert scale (strongly disagree = 1, disagree = 2, neither agree nor disagree = 3, agree = 4 and strongly agree = 5) to enter a score against a number of questions. The results are shown in Table 3, which identifies the number of respondents for each of the four questions and the scores they allocated.

Table 3:
 Learners’ perceptions of training 

	
	Score 1
	Score 2
	Score 3
	Score 4
	Score 5

	Training is a low priority for me
	15
	14
	
	
	

	Training is always worthwhile
	
	
	
	4
	16

	I am happy to undertake training
	
	
	2
	4
	14

	I am satisfied with my learning experience on the course
	
	
	
	7
	10


The responses shown in Table 3 clearly indicate that the learners believed training was worthwhile and are they were happy to participate. Further more there was a high level of satisfaction with the programme.

Learners were asked to comment on whether they had encountered any difficulties while undertaking the programme. Six reported that they had not had any difficulties. Twelve (60%) reported that maintaining personal motivation was not always easy and 8 (40%) also mentioned home commitments with a further 6 (30%) citing work commitments as sometimes interfering with the programme. When asked none of the learners said that they had any difficulties with the standard of work required. 

On completion of the programme they were asked what impact they felt it had had on them. Table 4 shows the answers given. Six statements were given and the learner had to indicate whether they thought they agreed with them. A space was left for any additional comments. Positive feedback was given on the programme as well as an acknowledgement of gaining and being able to use a range of skills. 


Table 4:
 Impact on learning


	
	YES
	NO

	The programme has given me skills I can use in my job
	20
	

	The programme has given me more confidence in my ability
	20
	

	I am better at learning on my own now
	18
	2

	I feel more positive about my learning than I did before the programme
	18
	2

	It has benefited my sense of well being
	18
	

	I have been able to use theories/skills in my job
	20
	


When asked whether they might undertake any further courses 8 (40%) thought it was very likely that they would, 4 (20%) were fairly likely and 8 (40%) did not know.

In order to gauge the learners’ view with regard to what they had gained from the programme they were asked to use a Likert scale using a score of 1 to 6 with 1 being the most important and 6 the least. The results are shown in Table 5, which shows the number of respondents for each of the six questions and the scores they allocated.

    Table 5: 
Learning factors in order of their importance 
	
	Score 1
	Score 2
	Score 3
	Score 4
	Score 5
	Score 6

	The programme has given me skills I can use in my job
	13
	4
	3
	
	
	

	The programme has given me more confidence in my ability
	12
	3
	5
	
	
	

	I am better at learning on my own now
	5
	
	2
	2
	
	11

	I feel more positive about learning than I did before the programme
	7
	2
	
	5
	5
	1

	It has benefited my sense of well being
	7
	2
	
	7
	2
	2

	I have been able to use theories/skills in my job
	5
	7
	3
	3
	
	2


Table 5 shows that the majority of learners recognised that the programme had given them skills that they ranked as extremely important to them and they believed that the skills were those that they could use. Also the learners recognised that they had gained confidence as a result of their participation in the programme. The majority felt that they were not necessarily any better at learning after they had completed the programme however most felt very positive about their ability to participate in training. The majority also ranked highly the importance of already being able to apply their learning to a work situation. Increased knowledge for their own sake, i.e. personal fulfilment / ownership by the learner can be a powerful motivator.

3.2.2
Research Findings: Companies

Companies were asked to identify the nature of the training they offered over the previous two years excluding the programme that their employees were engaged in at present. Nine (82%) companies offered health and safety, eleven (100%) supported food hygiene and eight (73%) offered NVQ Levels 1/2. Ten companies (91%) provided in-house courses by their own staff and by external providers in-house. Three companies had offered day-release courses in the last two years. All companies considered the cost, length of programme and attendance mode to be important factors when deciding whether employees should attend a course. They all were prepared to place employees on courses; however they generally thought that courses were too expensive and were, in the main, reluctant to pay for them. A number cited the hidden costs of giving employees time off to attend training, particularly the traditional day-release mode of study, as a major factor in them not offering training.

Nine (82%) companies reported that they offered training as standard and regularly undertook a skills analysis to determine the needs of their staff. Course information was regularly given out to those employees who it was felt would benefit the most. Of the twenty five starters, eighteen learners (73%) had been subjected to a skills analysis although very few had been offered any training in the previous two years (excluding this programme).

Eight of the companies (73%) identified that training was a high priority for them and that they were generally happy with the training that their employees received. One employer was fairly negative about some recent NVQ Level 2 training given to an employee, which was deemed as ‘a waste of time’ the result of this was that they would not engage with any further NVQ training.

None of the companies engaged in Level 3 or 4 training even though the Government had advocated that they should support individuals so that they could progress to these levels (‘Skills in the global economy’, 2004). 

3.2.3
Research Findings: Observations

Each company was visited according to the needs of the learners. In effect a relationship was developed between the tutor and the learners with the learners determining the rate at which the work was to be undertaken. 

The intervals between sessions were primarily determined by the learners, this helped them to feel that they had some control and autonomy over their own learning. As the weeks progressed the majority found that they could look at a unit and decide how long they needed to complete the assignment linked to that unit.

Companies offered a range of support to their employees. Two companies (18%) gave learners two to three hours a week during working hours to spend time on their assignments. Ten companies (82%) gave learners 1 to 1½ hours of study time when the tutor visited them; however two companies (18%) encouraged tutorials to be undertaken outside the learners' working hours.

There was a very distinct difference between the pace at which learners completed units. When 3 or 4 learners were undertaking the programme together they became quite competitive, in a friendly way, and always completed their assignments on time. When there was an individual learner at a company there was only the tutor to encourage them to complete on time. There was considerably more cancelling of appointments by a number of the single learners than any of those companies with multiple learners taking part in the programme. These types of problem could be addressed by the formation of geographical cluster groups for learning sessions. In this way learners could be brought together to support each other. The approach could in effect bring together ‘clusters’ of employers which might also benefit those learners who leave their jobs because the majority of employees tend to move around the local area. 

The work based learning project has allowed 16 (64%) of the learners to complete the full programme of 21 units of work within a relatively short time frame. A further 7 (28%) are still engaged with the programme (and are in the position to take an intermediate award if they wish). All students have successfully gained a qualification and even the two learners who have left their employers have received unit certification.

The educational background of some of these learners shows that some of them had extremely limited post 16 education. However, the programme, its learning materials and, in particular, the mode of delivery has managed to engage the learners.

Work based learning needs to provide a challenge for the learners while being at an appropriate level and enabling the learner to sustain and secure progression from one level to the next.

3.3 Main Findings

The use of a tutor who takes on the dual role of mentor and tutor is an important aspect of the work based learning programme which should not just be about ‘learning’ but developing individuals per se. The delivery of the programme in-house allowed increased flexibility, for example the timing of appointments for tutorials while being convenient also had the added benefit of enabling the learners to feel comfortable within their environment.   

Work based learning is about identifying the needs and wants of the employee along with their capabilities and matching them to the requirements of the employer. Developing skills in employees and using them to their full capacity makes good business sense. 

Figure 1 shows the issues which have been identified during the period of the research programme. The issues/concerns that the learners have can be divided into two areas: firstly their prior educational experience is fundamental to them and their view on whether they feel or believe that they are capable of undertaking learning which in turn causes them to be concerned about assessments that they have to take. Secondly, the commitment of the learner can be linked to the learner’s career aspirations. The research findings show that it is not always necessary for the learner to be interested in the ‘subject’ they are studying; it is enough for them to know that what they are doing will ultimately benefit them. 
The learner must be capable of undertaking the work, interested, committed and have some motivation towards wanting to better themselves. 80% believe that it is a positive factor for helping them develop their career. However, their educational background does not necessarily affect their ability to complete the programme. 

Figure 1:
 Work based learning bridging the gap
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During informal discussions with the employers a number of points were raised. The employers have different issues with regard to work-based learning. What probably comes at the top of their list is the nature of the learning and its relevance to the company. Without a doubt the size of the employer does affect the amount of training that they offer, typically they offer training to meet legal requirements in the food industry such as hygiene training. The smaller the company the less likely they are to have a defined career structure in place and people management policies, if they have any they are invariably linked to management personnel rather than operatives. As evidenced in the research, the degree of support given to the learners varies according to the individual employer. 

Equally the employer needs to be sure that before embarking on work based learning, the nature and relevance is there and the appropriate employees are identified (this research showed that nine of the companies undertook training audits) that will be motivated. The degree of support that an employer might need to give could be an issue however, in most cases, the amount of support typically given amounted to between 1 to 2 hours every two weeks, which enabled the learners to attend a tutorial.  

A further finding was the self-confidence that learners developed within themselves and the way in which they developed skills that they perceived as useful in their jobs. Equally as important is the number of learners who believe that it has benefited their well being. Work based learning, such as the management development programme, helps learners understand their organisation’s objectives. Indeed the learners appreciated and related better to the different stresses that management roles and responsibilities have as they progressed through the programme. While this research has identified a number of positive benefits to work based learning, there are also barriers to its development such as employers believing that they undertake sufficient training for their organisations. Even though this research has identified minimal ongoing training in these SMEs (in the main hygiene and Health and Safety training is undertaken), a further barrier which was cited was losing staff ‘off the job’, which typically caused organisations problems as well as the cost of training and ‘on the job cover’. Typically none of the SMEs had a defined training budget. 

Initiatives such as this offer benefits to both the employers and employees. Indeed employers identified that work based learning offers them focused training, training over which they have some control.

4. Conclusions

This joint ESF, Meat Training Council and the University of Salford project has sought to benefit 25 learners from SMEs by delivering to them work based learning. The findings show that engaging learners in their workplace can be an effective of developing them and raising their level of skills. Pressure on employers has resulted in many of them being reluctant to offer day release training to their employees. However, this project with tutoring/mentoring sessions in the workplace, timetabled in such a way as to minimise disruption to SMEs has proven successful. 

In this way the workplace offers an opportunity for developing and accrediting knowledge and learning and is capable of providing relevant opportunities for learning. This project has been delivered using ESF Funding. From the research findings it is clear that SMEs are reluctant to pay for training and that generally they only undertake the in-house training which they are legally required to do.

In order to achieve long term success, it is necessary to ensure the sustainability of training and to deliver programmes that meet the needs of industry this requires:

· Commitment of staff/managers.

· Pump priming funding which can be employed effectively to promote long term learning.

· Mentor sessions/time being time-tabled in order to minimise disruption for SMEs.

Without a doubt work based learning is a powerful tool in engaging with employees to develop them as people. The Government’s competitiveness strategy and the new Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, could result in a more effective approach to incorporating higher skills into companies and greater integration between universities, employers and employees. This research seeks to pursue the possibilities of further collaborations which will enhance and give learners the opportunity to gain higher level skills by expanding their knowledge and understanding. 

5.
Implications

If the Government is to be successful in getting industry to engage in training and increasing the skills of the UK workforce they must be proactive in supporting SMEs. In the Government’s engagement with interested parties (The Skills Challenge: a Public Debate, March 2007) central themes/issues were identified as important in ‘up-skilling’ the UK. One of these was the role of financial support and funding and the role they played as a barrier to participation. This issue has been identified, in the research, as crucial to SMEs. Without financial assistance accredited skills training is unlikely to take place. 

To provide financial support for Level 4 courses would mean a change in policy by the Government who have over a number of years supported Level 2 qualifications aimed at the 16-19 year age group. This research has shown that there are many post 20, 30 and even 40 year olds, who have had very little post 16 training or education, that would benefit from the opportunity to engage with training. 
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