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Abstract. This paper is about a new government policy called foundation learning and its introduction into the FE sector, from a further education college and from a community adult learning perspective. It describes what foundation learning is as a framework, two separate individual tutors’ experiences of  the process and how the two separate settings’ managers perceive the introduction of the policy. The paper also views the initiative in the context of rapid change and increasing external demands. Finally, recommendations for implementation are made in the light of the research findings. The research project was funded by a fellowship grant from LSIS and supported by Sunderland University.
Policy and Practice

Over the last ten years the further education sector has experienced rapid policy change and on-going use of funding systems to influence curriculum offer. Foundation learning is the most recent policy initiative which relates specifically to lower ability learners. The two settings participating in the research were a large, vocational further education college and an adult community service. I chose two different LSC funded settings because, as both settings were funded by the Learning and Skills Council (until March 31st 2010), I thought it would be interesting to see the comparison between how the tutors and managers were responding to the initiative and the strategies they were using to cope with the change of curriculum policy. There is a tension between balancing the educational needs of the local demography and the demands of the national funding formula which focusing provision on government priority areas and groups. 
Foundation learning is the term used to describe qualifications at entry Level and Level 1 within the qualifications and credit framework. The policy background to foundation learning was outlined in the March 2006 White Paper, Further Education: Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances. The aim of the initiative is to give new coherence to the learning experience for learners below Level 2 .  In the past there has been a confused picture of provision nationally.  There are three curriculum strands within foundation learning. These comprise a vocational/subject base, functional skills and personal and social development.  It is intended that tutors work with the learners to put together a coherent programme, drawing on relevant aspects of the strands, according to the individual needs, interests and aspirations of the learners. Their course consists of units and qualifications from the QCF foundation learning catalogue.
One of the key themes of foundation learning is to be inclusive. The paper, Adult Learning and Skills: Investing in first steps (DIUS, 2007) sets out the various routes available to learners working below Level 2.  As Berkeley (2008) points out, the policy has significant importance for learners with profound and complex learning difficulties as there is now an inclusive framework of qualifications for them.  Progress is a key theme of foundation learning exemplified by the opportunity for learners to build their skills and learning in a coherent and flexible way.  Thirdly, the rationalisation of qualifications and non-accredited work below level 2 has been seen as a positive(Berkeley 2008).  It has been recognised that a small steps approach to learning generated through the build up of individual credits to make an award, certificate or diploma is an appropriate approach for the less able learner. 
Methodology
 I became interested in the new policy of foundation learning when I was a Head of Centre within the college and had responsibility for a range of curriculum areas that were directly affected by the initiative.  I was aware that some of the adult provision within the centre would also overlap with the adult provision within the local adult community setting and the comparison of approach to change I felt would enrich the research. The further education sector has many different provider strands including FE colleges and adult community learning. However, these two settings have some overlap in provision and also show a variation in focus and emphasis which made them an interesting combination for the research project. 
The two staff members who were interviewed for an hour each on two separate occasions, gave their input voluntarily but were suggested as interviewees by their line managers. The two focus groups consisted of middle managers who were at varying degrees of involvement in the implementation process.  The adult community learning (ACL) provider had been involved in a local authority pilot of foundation learning (FL) for the last two years whereas the FE college had not had any past experience of foundation learning.
I had previously intended to gain only the views  of the tutors through the two in-depth interviews, however I soon realized that giving the managers a voice would be important. This would  add an extra dimension and give an opportunity for a more balanced view as both strategy and operational matters would be covered  within the research. The focus groups involved a group of 12 managers/course leaders in the FE college and two specific curriculum area leaders in the ACL group. I asked both groups what they felt the strengths and issues were, from their perspective, of the introduction of foundation learning. The two in-depth tutor interviews took place during Autumn 2009 and the second set of interviews was undertaken two months later. 
Both tutors interviewed were working with adults who were attending part-time courses in the two settings. One group of adults had learning difficulties and were working at levels up to and including Level 1. The group in the ACL setting had mental health issues and included learners working at up to Level 2. The same set of questions was asked of both tutors in each of the settings. 
Findings – The experience of implementation with key tensions
Both tutors recognised that foundation learning as curriculum development was going to have a significant impact on curriculum design and delivery within their settings. The FE tutor, when reflecting on the implications stated:-

‘It could be a very positive movement for our learners especially, but if we don’t get our curriculum planning right, it could have strong negative implications.’ (FE Int 1)
Funding implications

Recognising the need to plan the curriculum skillfully in order to meet funding demands was referred to by both tutors on several occasions. The ACL tutor raised concerns about how the curriculum was being driven by access to funding and how important it was for learners to gain enough credits to enable the service to be financially solvent. Policy being linked to financial incentive is referred to by Finlay et al (2007a) who points out that the educational principles promoted by a policy are often at odds with practical application:
‘the image of diversity and learner-focused provision that is promoted in these documents is at tension with the increasingly micromanaged form  of governance experienced in practice’ (Finlay et al 2007a).
The researchers further explain how government has a number of powerful tools which are used to affect social change.  Burns and Stalker (1961) identified four different kinds of power which are used to influence change. These are direct coercion, financial incentives and penalties, normative pressure and access to knowledge.  Steer et al.  (2007) reinforce this theory through their work on policy levers and they identify initiatives, funding targets, planning and inspection. As Berkley (2008) points out too, although the policy is not intending to funnel learning in a particular direction, the funding implications will do this.  
The personalised approach advocated by the initiative was viewed as inevitably needing a differentiated approach in the classroom which would be very difficult to manage with a large group.  The tutors interviewed recognised that they had always been used to managing a range of ability levels in the same classroom, but to manage a range of qualifications that may lead to different pathways, within the same groups, would be  logistically very complex.  As the FE tutor commented, ‘there is a need for a whole organizational redesigning of some of our systems’ (FE Int 1) to accommodate the complexity of the recording process and the ACL tutor explained the difficulty in this manner:- 
‘It seems it’s not as easy personalising it at the moment under FL because when personalising, it’s about what do people want to learn. But in this case it’s, are we getting enough credits for it? Will we get enough funding? Will we be able to run it? What if they’ve done it before?’  (ACL Int 2)
The over ambition of the initiative reflected a lack of understanding at policy-making level of the logistical issues generated :  ‘It doesn’t seem realistic at all. It doesn’t seem to have been thought through very well.’ (ACL Int 2)

Edwards et al. (2007) explains how, ‘policies seem to ‘hover’ over the hard-pressed teacher as they try to meet targets and audit requirements without detracting from the quality of the learning they are employed to promote’. 
Initial advice and guidance

Another key concern expressed by both tutors was the high level of initial advice and guidance that the initiative demands as learners would be guided to a personalized ‘package’ of qualifications to meet their individual needs. There was concern that the funding arrangements nationally would  not at present cover this initial support work and so was at odds with the ideology of the initiative. There was concern that to be able to progress,  advice in the initial stages  would be time-consuming and involve unfunded input:
The FE tutor explained, ‘In order to make these sorts of decisions you really have to get to know your students’ (Int 1 FE).
Berkeley (2008) refers to the unfunded work involved in initial advice and guidance as an issue. She states that both the LSC and QCA have mentioned how important a wrap-around service of information, advice and guidance is to the success of FL. ‘But actions speak louder than words and the case of premium funding for this work needs to be reviewed’ ( Berkeley 2008) . ‘Outreach work, detailed advice and guidance, constant support hold the key – but they don’t come cheap, and they don’t always work.’ (Berkeley 2008) 
Opportunities for progression

One of the overriding concerns for both tutors was the lack of funded lateral progression and the restricted learning opportunities as a result.  It was felt by the tutors that foundation learning  was not really suitable for adult part-time learners who may not, and may never be, ready for employment.
This concern is echoed by Little (2008) who expresses concern that, although there is a recognition that foundation learning  needs to be inclusive, as all provision needs to be eligible for funding, some learners with more severe learning needs will be excluded from the provision as  organizations would not be providing  unfundable programmes. This would be one of the ‘unintended consequences of funding policy.’ 
As the ACL tutor explained when elaborating on the issue of who the initiative is supporting:
‘The qualifications don’t fit easy with us as the learners are part-time.  They are for younger learners who will step up into work.’ (ACL Int 1)

It was felt that there was not enough understanding of the way that some adults learn and the demands of their home lives which prevented them from studying full-time.

‘we’re trying to make the learners fit these qualifications because they’re for people studying full-time.’ (ACL int 2)
Maintaining core values
The initiative raises fundamental issues relating to education. The policy may suggest that learners will have the opportunity to develop a range of skills which will meet their educational needs through credit accumulation and transfer, but the reality may be very different when one of the main drivers of the policy has been employer concerns about the skills need of the learners in a competitive international environment. Education apparently needs to address the ‘skills gap’ (DFES 2007). Biesta  (2009) brings us back to the issue of what education is all about. Over the last 20 years there has been an almost exclusive emphasis on measuring educational outcomes through the use of statistics and league tables. However,education is about providing students with knowledge and skills which will help them function in society as a citizen and not just about providing qualifications for future work. Biesta discusses a further strand to education which is the element of subjectivity. This allows individuals to become more autonomous and independent in their thinking  and acting. 

Biesta  argues that it is essential that we keep in our minds what we mean by good education. If we do not do this we run the risk that strategies and league tables will make the decisions for us (Biesta 2008 p44).
Bureaucratic challenges
The FE tutor felt that the high levels of bureaucracy demanded by the tracking and  recording needed to show learner progression,  but also to claim funding, would be very time consuming and take the focus of the college off the learning experience.
The FE tutor pointed out:
‘FL is all about flexibility and in order to achieve that you need to have the sort of systems in place that support that and at the moment that doesn’t seem to be there.'  (FE Int 2) 

Assessment processes, particularly in functional skills, were seen in both settings as a challenge. The ACL tutor made reference to the labour-intensive aspect of the assessments at entry  level and the number of staff needed to undertake the assessment with one learner. 

The one-to-one assessments take a long time and the number of papers needed for each one results in ‘a table full of paper’ (ACL Int 2). The FE tutor felt that the validity of the assessments was very positive, but ‘in terms of practicalities within the constraints of the 36 GLH, not particularly achievable.’ (FE Int 1)
However, functional skills were seen as a positive step forward by both tutors. The combination of these, plus the vocational, personal and social elements of the initiative were seen as educationally sound. However, the ACL tutor did not feel that the learners’ experience in the classroom was being particularly enhanced by the initiative. Ironically, the organisational skills of the delivering tutor were seen as being enhanced instead.
Positives from the initiative

There were some strong positives identified by both tutors. One of the main ones was the opportunity being given  to learners with learning difficulties and those with mental health issues to gain nationally recognised qualifications. Traditionally learners have tended to be given college certificates for their achievements and it was recognised that learners were responding very positively to the increased status and confidence gained through accreditation.

As the FE tutor explained:

‘It’s definitely motivational and helps them (the students) to take their learning seriously.’ (FE Int 1)

The increased emphasis on working collaboratively was also recognised as beneficial for both learners and staff. The FE tutor commented on the teamwork generated within the staff and group the ACL tutor mentioned how much she had learnt from the maths and ICT tutors.
Collaborative working

One concern relating to the collaboration issue was the way that the funding structure works against collaboration in various ways. As the FE tutor pointed out:

‘The policy screams working in partnership but sometimes your partners can be your competitors too. (FE Int 1). This was reinforced with a slightly different emphasis by the ACL tutor who commented: ‘It’s very much funding versus people’ (ACL Int 2).
The issues around policy lagging behind practice came up in both settings as a major source of concern. ACL had been part of the pilot and they had been forced to cope with the stress of policy not being in-line with the delivery of the qualifications. The FE tutor commented that she had attended conferences where ‘people leading the events are as unsure as those attending.’ A further issue was that tutors attended one conference and then at a later conference heard a different version which could not then be found in the written form. All this confusion had led to stress and frustration. ‘It’s scaring and worrying a lot of people’) (FE Int 2) The ACL tutor developed this theme further ‘If tutors knew all that was going on behind the scenes they would panic.’ (ACL Int 2) 
Coping with change

Both tutors had strategies for coping with the present confused situation, including rationalizing their thought processes:- ‘I can’t think its terribly different from a lot of other things that have been introduced.’ (ACL Int 2). ‘I think it’s just making a very simple thing very complicated’ (ACL Int 2)
With regard to coping with change, the tutors were able to give examples of how they used change to enhance their professionalism and how change could be an exciting challenge: ‘It does make you very creative. You’re always thinking about how you can make it work for people, and that’s not a bad thing at all’ (ACL Int 2) Shain and Gleason (1999) develop this point further by commenting on how tutors comply strategically because their professionalism drives them to develop their work positively to meet the needs of their learners. 
This evidence of tutors being resilient and creative was something that Edwards et al. (2007) reported. Tutors were seen to be able to change the policy into an opportunity to rethink their planning and teaching to further meet the needs of their learners. Although staff were seen as being burdened with audit control, paperwork, awarding bodies’ needs and the demands of inspection, they still maintained a belief that they could affect their learners positively:
‘frequent administrative changes might be an irritant, but their professional ‘soul’ survived intact.’ Edwards et al. (2007 p 166)

The ACL tutor went on to explain further coping strategies:  ‘You need to find ways to manage your staff, to keep them motivated, when things are changing fast’ (ACL Int 2).

 Edwards et al (2007) in their research in the learning and skills sector, refer to the issue of staff and how detached they feel from the policy making process.

‘They lived with the consequences of policy decisions, but could control neither the content nor the pace of these changes’  (Edward et al 2007 p161)
Lo Bianco and Wickett (2001) and  Lo Bianco (2004) develop this issue further,  ‘The concerns of policy makers are often not understood by practitioners……….particularly by those who are used to working with their learners or used to representing a particular interest group.’
Management group findings

The management perspective was explained in more detail by the two focus groups within each setting. The ACL focus group was specifically focusing on working with learners with learning difficulties whereas the FE focus group represented a variety of curriculum areas for younger learners. As a result of this difference, it is not possible to make meaningful comparisons . However, there were some key themes that arose from both settings. Both groups mentioned the advantage of being able to now offer nationally recognised qualifications for all entry level learning and the motivation in the learner that this tended to generate. Another mutually recognised strength was the encouragement the initiative engendered to work more collaboratively both with the organization and in partnership with externals and the local schools and colleges.  In ACL, the opportunity given to be able to put together a tailor-made package for a group, which  then generated a broader development of skills,  was seen as a real positive. L LDD learners’ expectation levels were seen to have been raised through the qualifications. Staff were being challenged to redesign their programmes so they could no longer repeat their teaching. This was seen as a positive. The pilot involvement by the organization had given the staff recognition of their teaching as professionals and this had improved the status of the staff too. There were however many issues. Decisions were not being made in time nationally and this was causing extreme concern for the staff in case they ended up not having the provision funded if the framework changed. For ACL managers there were concerns logistically with the high levels of initial advice and guidance needed when the staff  were geographically dispersed across the county. 
Hodgson et al.(2007) discuss the issue of policy change in ACL further, where the ethos of informal education and community based work is most in conflict with the market/business ethos promoted in the Learning Skills Sector through government policy.

‘Perhaps for this reason the tenacious nature of professional commitment to learners’ needs was most pronounced.’ (Hodgeson 2007)
Tracking of learners through the management information systems to claim the necessary funding and progression was seen as an issue in both settings.  There was a perceived clash between the ideology of the initiative and its practical application. There was concern due to the length of time the inputting would take and how, given the many learners and number operations involved, there would be plenty of opportunity for human error.
In ACL, the involvement in the pilot had been a mixed experience. On the one hand it had given the opportunity to make mistakes, to give feedback to awarding organizations and to raise the profile for the setting. However it had also been an extremely time consuming experience with a constant need to complete long questionnaires. 
This issue of organizations giving feedback on policy change to awarding bodies is further  developed by Finlay et al. (2007a) and Gregson et al. (2005 They refer to feedback tending to be textual, as forms to be filled in or a category to be reported. This can be very time consuming and an alienating experience for the practitioners.  
Many researchers emphasise the role of discourse and its value within policy change (Finlay et al. 2007 and Gregson et al. 2005). Evaluation of policies has tended to focus on ‘value for money’ as an inspection theme (Ofsted 2008) rather than the impact on the learning experience.(Coffield 2008) 

Edwards and Coffield (2007) point out that the policy making process is complicated because there may be a ‘great deal of difference between the original policy intention and the realization of that policy in local contexts.’ They  go on to point out that a policy can never be top-down because there are factors that come into play that will result in a ‘push-pull’ process which occurs in so many policy developments. ’Hamilton( 2007 p257) adds to this theme:
‘Policy makers and practitioners in LSS struggle with intractable issues and tensions that constantly resurface and must be managed within local contexts.’  

Steer et al.(2007) also advocates a more consultative approach, allowing for more inclusion. The emphasis is put on the development of more informal networking and a formal space for consultation and reflection. 

Earle et al.(2000p14) summarizes the issues of structured reflection, ‘If teachers do not have deep and sustained opportunities to learn what the reform is about and what is expected of them in teaching, the desired changes are unlikely to occur and will not be sustained.’
There was also concern in ACL that being part of the pilot had, ironically, potentially restricted involvement in future qualifications for the learners due to the lack of opportunities within the initiative for lateral progression. However, the FE tutor had voiced disappointment that the college had not been involved in the pilot as this had restricted information gathering and potential networking. (FE Int 1)
Concerns from the FE manager focus group revolved around many logistical issues and funding claims. There were also concerns about the increase in workload that the initiative would generate due to the increase in qualifications being used within a programme. There was a concern that the qualifications would not necessarily fit the learners’  needs and that to make the courses cost effective it would not be possible to offer the truly individualized  approach that the initiative championed.  There were concerns about learner perception and how the ‘multi-skilled’  ethos would not wear well with 16 year olds who wanted to concentrate on the vocational elements of the initiative rather than the ‘wrap around’ skills. Anxieties about realistic timetabling and recording and tracking of learner progress were also expressed. 

What was interesting from the focus groups was the level of acceptance from the managers that, although the initiative was seen as yet another change, there was a resigned approach to the change. Apart from the concern that workloads would increase and that the initiative generated further bureaucracy, there was a general acceptance that they would work their way through the process with their staff.  This acceptance of the change may reflect the sectors’ recognition that the continuing rapid change, constant demands of inspection and funding priorities are issues that would be there, whether the sector liked the reality or not. There was a general submission to on-going external pressure.
As Edwards et al. (2007  p170) report, the internal tension between national and institutional policies requires staff to be flexible, innovative, collaborative and competitive as well as to meet targets, be up-to-date with paperwork and also be accountable on a daily basis.  The point is made that this will inevitably have an impact on staff retention and recruitment. They strongly recommend slowing down policy change to allow for time to consolidate and suggest that policy makers need to listen to those who are having the policy change imposed on them.
Conclusion and recommendations
The further education sector is not new to policy and rapid change. Heathcote et al. (1984) point out  that curriculum development has been far more closely linked to the  broader spectrum of societal need than secondary education. They state ‘much of the curriculum activity with FE is the consequence of external pressures (Heathcote et al .1984 p 103). This needs based approach  is broadened in FE to include developing social and life skills as well as numeracy and literacy skills. Planning pre-vocational courses has traditionally been about analyzing employer needs and meeting the general needs of preparing for adult and working life. This pressure has continued for the last thirty years and been increased by the added impact of inspection accountability and performance measures.
As a result of my action research I would suggest the following recommendations in relation to implementing foundation learning in two further educational settings:-
· Set up a cross-college working group, linked to senior management, which acts as a community of practice to facilitate change.
· Keep staff motivated within the organization by involving them in decision-making wherever possible  and creating space for them to reflect on and review their work.
· Re-design student tracking  systems, wherever possible, to reduce bureaucratic complexities.
· Use the ethos of partnership and collaboration that the initiative generates to create a more effective, whole college approach to curriculum development.
· Use the initiative to re-evaluate planning and  teaching through professional development opportunities with peers.
· Allow tutors to use their professionalism to adjust the policy to meet the needs of the learners within the confines of the framework.
· Keep the core values of learning and teaching at the heart of what staff do so that the demands of the new framework do not detract from the learning experience.
The above recommendations could be taken forward through the use of a cross-college joint practice group that has senior management backing and that could take each of the issues located in the research as practical areas for curriculum development. As so many of the issues occurred in both the FE college and the adult community learning service, it would be possible to have a cross-sector joint practice group. A tracking system needs to be devised which not only captures the ingredients of an individual learning plan but that also records the qualifications and credits undertaken by a learner.  This can then be transferred onto the college MIS system to allow for ease of claiming funding. This would not only meet the needs of the funding claim but maintain an emphasis on the learners’ individual learning journey from a personal learning and development point of view.

The need for staff to collaborate across individual colleges, and have the potential to collaborate across the sector through linking with adult community learning for adult provision, is imperative. The joint practice group could act as a catalyst for the exchange of learning and teaching ideas and discussion linked with strategies to motivate the harder to reach and less able learner. This would keep learning at the centre of the professional process but at the same time begin to meet the needs of the new initiative. 
In summary, it appears from my research that there is potential  for foundation learning to be a successful initiative. Although there are difficulties with its introduction, due to the professionalism of the tutors and managers I interviewed in the FE and ACL sector, there was a strong commitment based on a belief in a quality learning experience. Even though the sector is burdened with funding restraints, target setting and performance measures with policy change happening on an almost yearly basis, staff aim to focus on their learners and will therefore do all that they can to make the initiative a success. The opportunity is there for creativity and experimentation and we must make sure that the issues around bureaucracy and administration do not mitigate against the flexibility and personalisation that the initiative itself advocates.
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