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EXTENDING THE FLEXIBLE FRAMEWORKS 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Ulster University first developed a level 4 framework in 2009/10 mainly as an access 
route for adult learners. A professional development framework at level 7 was 
introduced in 2012/13.  Both framework routes have given adult learners in many 
contexts (business, community, third/public sector) an opportunity to study small 
modules of learning and accumulate them (if they so wish) to gain an award of 
Certificate of Personal and Professional Development (CPPD) at level 4 or 
Postgraduate Certificate of Professional Development (PG CPD) at level 7.  
 
Learning and Teaching Committee (minute 17.19) February 2017, approved the 
exploration of the expansion of the current frameworks through levels 5 and 6.  
 
A meeting held on May 15th with Associate Deans Education provided a discussion 
forum to determine the suitability of a framework approach 
 
2. DRIVERS FOR EXPANSION 
 
There are a number of indications (further information in Appendix 1) that it is an 
appropriate time for Ulster to expand the flexible framework beyond level 4: 
  

i. Growing Number of Graduates with Level 4 Certificate 
ii. Increase in request from Faculty for level 5 learning 
iii. Accreditation requests from employers increasing 
iv. Transdisciplinary Professional Practice 
v. Regional Skills Agenda  

 
3. SUMMARY OF FACULTY FEEDBACK 

 
i. Level 4 
 
All Faculties recognise the benefit of utilising the level 4 framework as an access 
pathway and pipeline into part time undergraduate provision. It was acknowledged 
that there needs to be a review of the module availability at level 4 and identified 
pathways for progression into part-time and full time degrees. 
 
ii. Level 5 

 
Faculties were open to considering level 5 modules/course bundles as components of 
a framework, which could provide a pathway into P/T degree provision. Benefit is 
envisaged in framework modules that provide learners with a transdisciplinary learning 
pathway, but this cannot be detrimental to the existing core provision. 
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iii. Level 6 
 

At level 6, three of the four faculties consider there to be no current gaps in provision. 
Where there is sufficient demand from an employer Faculties are willing and able to 
develop programmes and modules accordingly. There are opportunities within each 
of those Faculties for employers/individuals to utilise their experiential and accredited 
learning to evidence achievement of learning and subsequently progress to an award. 
 
The Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences believe there may be benefit in 
exploring an extension of the framework due to demand from a number of employer 
areas for a more transdisciplinary approach that can also incorporate employer 
training and APEL. The Centre for Flexible and Continuing Education will continue to 
work with AHSS to develop this approach. 
 
iv. Flexible Frameworks – Names and Awards 
 
There are a number of UK HEI (Appendix 2) who maintain a professional 
development/WBL framework up to level 6 which includes subject specific, pre-
validated and experiential learning (SHELL) modules. Working in partnership with 
AHSS, it is recommended that aspects of these frameworks are included in the 
development of an Ulster framework with an expectation that a draft, which satisfies 
the needs of the Faculties whilst also providing Ulster with an agile response to 
engaging with business, will be provided to the first sitting of this Committee in 
2017/18. 
 
Each UK HEI has different approaches to the exit points, names and awards available. 
Whilst many use Work Based Learning as the terminology for this activity, it was 
agreed that this is not the correct vocabulary for this type of activity in Ulster as the 
organisational understanding of WBL is in relation to undergraduate students 
undertaking placement/internship. The terminology Professional Practice or 
Professional Development is more appropriate. 
 
v. Academic Governance – Learning Outcomes  
 
The current level 4 framework enables students to choose their own learning modules. 
Each module on the framework has learning outcomes but there are no overarching 
programme learning outcomes. The group debated the need to have programme level 
learning outcomes. The level 4 Certificate award (60 credits) is an accumulation of 
credit and there is no appetite to change this. However if awards are to be given at 
levels 5 and 6 then programme level learning outcomes will be required. 
 
vi. Professional Development/WBL Modules 
 
The current framework provision does not include modules that support adult learners 
in the workplace to consider, analyse and document their capabilities in a professional 
context. In developing the framework approach to better support this type of learner 
CFCE have agreed to explore a number of appropriate modules to achieve this;  
 
For example: 
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 Learning in the Workplace: - to consider, document and analyse their 
capabilities in their present professional role. Skills audit, biographical review, 
learning from experience.   

 
4. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
i. A review of the current level 4 CPPD offering will be undertaken in collaboration 

with Faculties and pathways to part time degree provision highlighted. 
 
ii. A level 5 modular bundle will be developed with Faculties to identify modules 

which are transdisciplinary and attractive to both individuals and employers. 
 
iii. A level 6 Ulster framework will be developed in collaboration with the Faculty of 

Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences incorporating subject specific, pre-
validated and experiential learning (SHELL) modules. 

 
iv. The Centre for Flexible and Continuing Education will explore the development 

of a small number of modules, which enable adult learners to package and 
substantiate work based learning and experience. 
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APPENDIX 1: DRIVERS FOR EXTENDING THE FRAMEWORK 
 
Economic & Social Factors 
 
The introduction of tuition fees, the government focus on skills (DEL, 2011) and the 
establishment of the UK apprenticeship levy in April 2017 has renewed the focus and 
interest of both employers and government on higher education as a key partner in 
vocational learning. 
 
Enhancing the diversity of routes into higher education is important, not only for 
widening access and for increasing social mobility of adult learners but in meeting the 
skills needs of the region. In Northern Ireland the Department of Education and 
Learning (DEL) Skills Strategy (2011) aims to “Increase the proportion of those people 
in employment with Level 4-8 skills and above to 44-52% by 2020, from a baseline of 
33.2% in 2008. 80% of the NI 2020 workforce has already completed formal education, 
and thus routes into higher education need to reflect the needs of the region, the 
employers and the individual. It is imperative that new models of learning be developed 
in order to offer work based learners opportunities to access higher level learning in a 
flexible and appropriate manner. 
 
The apprenticeship levy (introduced in April 2017) has focussed the attention of big 
business and the public sector in ensuring they can utilise the tax effectively to develop 
individuals in new posts and those moving within the organisation to new roles.  The 
higher-level apprenticeship agenda may affect the full time degree market as 
employers move to a new model of partnership work and learning, and Ulster as an 
institution needs to ensure they can help shape this change in Northern Ireland.  
 
Social mobility and social justice are key elements of a framework approach, and need 
to be considered during the curriculum design phase. Increasing the possibility for 
entrants to hold different qualifications or to use prior experience as an entrance 
qualification offers a further opening up of higher education, particularly for those 
excluded when younger by educational disadvantage. 
 
Internal Drivers for Change 
 
Ulster’s Strategic Plan 5/50 demonstrates our commitment to engaging with a range 
of stakeholders to ensure that those already in the workplace are recognised as critical 
to the widening access and participation agenda in NI. Our strength in collaborating 
with employers through the region to raise awareness of the benefit of upskilling their 
current employees is evident through our flexible approach to the adult learning market 
and the extension of our flexible framework from entry to degree level. We have a 
large number of adult learners who have achieved a level 4 Certificate of Personal and 
Professional Development, but unless these learners choose a specific part time or 
full time subject based degree pathway there is no opportunity for them to continue 
their learning; the expansion of the framework aims to resolve this issue. 
 
The higher-level apprenticeships strategy provides further opportunity for Ulster to 
work collaboratively across the region to develop apprenticeships pathways and 
pipelines. Many learners from underrepresented groups may enter vocational learning 
rather than higher education. However, the move towards degree apprenticeships 
provides these learners with the opportunity to progress into higher education, giving 
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vocational learning parity of esteem with the more traditional academic pathways to 
the professions. The development of the flexible framework beyond level 4 could 
support this agenda, enable an agile response to business and the opening up of third 
stream income opportunities. There is an increasing government view that universities 
are not the only places where degree level learning takes place, implementing a 
framework would enable Ulster to respond to this agenda. 
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APPENDIX 2: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORKS COMPARISON OF CHARACTERISTICS 

Criteria for Comparison Middlesex 

University 

University of 

Chester 

University of 

Wales: Trinity St 

David 

Cardiff Met 

University 

University of 

West England 

Northumbria 

University 

  Institute for WBL Centre for Work 

Related Studies 

Wales Institute for 

WBL 

Centre for WBL Business & 

Research 

Business & 

Research 

Flexibility to negotiate and customise 

learning  programmes and award titles 

without going through a full validation 

process for each one 

  

Exit Points 4/5/6 

WBL Studies 

Professional Practice 

Non-Standard Titles 

  

Exit Points 4/5/6 

Work Based & 

Integrative 

Studies 

Exits Points 

4/5/6/7 

Professional 

Practice 

Exit Point 4/5/7/ 

  

Applied 

Professional 

Practice* 

Exit Points 

4/5/6/7 

  

Professional 

Development 

(SHELL 

Framework) 

Exit Points at 

4/5/6/7 

  

Framework 

Approved – but 

light touch 

approval for 

award titles 

Level descriptors that can be translated into 

learning outcomes and assessment criteria 

  

  

Yes 

  

Yes 

  

Yes 

Yes but more 

prescriptive than 

other HEI 

  

Yes 

  

Yes 

Pre-validation of modules 

  

Yes Yes Yes Yes – but more 

specific 

 Yes Yes – but they 

have to be owned 

by the school 

before can be 

taught 

The nature of pre-validated modules  

promoting the development of certain key  

skills and approaches to WBL 

  

Prep for WBL 

Planning WBL in 

Context 

Planning Prof Dev 

Practitioner Inquiry 

PPD 

Mentoring 

Self Review & 

Negotiation of 

Learning 

Skills & 

Approaches for 

WBL 

WBL Plan 

WBL Learning 

Project 

Recognition & 

Accreditation of 

Prior Learning 

Recognising Prior 

Learning 

  

WBL Project 

No – only the shell 

module 

evidencing WBL 

Managing own 

Learning 

Work Based 

Project 

Learning Contract 



7 
 

 

Literature Search & 

Review 

Designing 

Practitioner 

Research 

Academic 

Recognition of 

CPD 

Pre-validated ‘template’ or ‘shell’ modules  

emphasising experiential learning 

  

Negotiated WBL 

Project 

Negotiated 

Experiential 

Learning Modules 

  

Negotiated WBL 

Project 

Yes – from RAPL 

can incorporate 

2/3 of learning 

Yes – but less so 

than other HEI 

Evidencing WBL 

(5-60 credits) 

Evidencing WBL 

(5-60) 

The facility to select from a bank of specific  

work-related taught modules, within a  

specified proportion or credit limit 

  

Yes – to enable 

particular pathways 

and award titles 

Yes Yes No – modules are 

specific 

Yes  Yes 

The facility to include a proportion of  

taught modules selected from other subject 

disciplines within the institution, within a 

specified credit limit 

Yes Yes – everything is 

negotiable 

Only from within 

the institute 

No Yes – everything is 

negotiable 

Up to 50% but 

normally from 

within the “home” 

school 

learning contract or agreement for  

individually negotiated programmes of study 

  

Yes WBL Framework 

Programme 

Tripartite 

Agreement 

Yes  Outcome of the 

core initial 

module 

Negotiated 

learning plan - 

fundamental 

Learning Contract 

module to agree 

programme 

Flexibility over size of credit-rated modules  

that can be offered 

Yes Yes No No Yes Yes 

Identification of proportion of accreditation 

of prior experiential learning [AP(E)L] 

available, where relevant and coherent to 

the negotiated route 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 


