The introduction of WEA Education Strands: some questions and some answers
Why introduce yet another change?

The introduction of ‘Education Strands’ is a further stage in our curriculum review process through which we are trying to ensure that we provide a clear, distinctive and rich curriculum for WEA students. 
What is a strand?

A strand is a consistent thread running through a course offer irrespective of its subject content. The WEA Education Strands focus on the student’s progression.

What are the Education Strands?

There are three strands:

· Second Chance to Learn: this is about adults with ‘few if any educational qualifications’ and helping them gain nationally recognised qualifications. Thus it will range from ‘first steps’ to – potentially – an Access to Higher Education Certificate.

· Community Involvement: this is about helping adults achieve a wider range of outcomes through purposeful education. These include improved health and well-being, better communication skills in situations like signing and lip reading, extending volunteering in schools, activism in unions and other roles and the capacity to take part in community activity etc. Again there is an emphasis on disadvantaged students but using a wider definition that includes health, social, economic and other factors.
· Cultural Studies: this strand is designed to attract all adults with a ‘love of learning’ who want to develop an understanding of a subject for ‘its own sake’ and wish to be involved in the planning and delivery of the provision.
The strands are not watertight compartments but reflect the main appeal we want to make to students in putting on that course. They are in a developmental stage and we will need to adjust our approach in the light of experience. We plan (see below - What next?) to move most quickly developing the SCTL strand.
How does this differ from the old programme areas?

The WEA used to classify its provision by reference to three programme areas: community, workplace and general. These described the context in which the student came into learning with the WEA. These programme area descriptors were discontinued recently. The strands however are designed to help us plan the curriculum by focusing on what the student will get out of the course and how we can help them achieve this - outcomes rather than inputs.
Are we keeping the curriculum management areas (CMAs)?

Yes. Establishing the nine CMAs with curriculum leaders in regions has been an important step forward. We are better able to offer subject support and opportunities to share practice and this has been welcomed by many tutors. The strands will add a further dimension by enabling educational planners and leaders to consider progression opportunities within each CMA. It also recognises the different reasons why students may want to study a particular subject.
Where does workplace learning fit?

This depends on what is seen as the main outcomes for students. Trade union activist learning sits best in Community Involvement as it is primarily about developing skills to be active in a voluntary organisation, in this case a union. Most other workplace learning – such as literacy and Numeracy, or UNISON Learning@Work – will probably belong in SCTL as it’s primarily about educational development. 

What about courses that don’t fit any where?

Initially we are maintaining an ‘other category’ but as part of the intention is to sharpen our offer this is seen as a temporary measure.

How will this affect Course Organisers/Programme Managers and CALs? 
Course organisers, learning managers, Programme Area Managers, or others with course planning responsibilities, will need to decide in which strand each course sits. This will be entered on the Activity Proposal Form. This is designed to be more than a tick box exercise but an aid to planning that focuses on outcomes for students. CALs and PAMs will be able to look at provision in their area and see how far it addresses the range of things that students might hope to get out of WEA learning.
Will this have any impact on course tutors?

This will begin to form part of the dialogue between course managers and course tutors in planning a course, drawing on the tutor’s contribution to needs analysis and ensuring that there is a shared view of the purpose of the course. It is very important that tutors are aware of progression opportunities and encourage students to develop their interest in the subject and progress in different directions. 
How will this fit in with regional planning?

The introduction of the strands, alongside the CMA’s, gives regions a matrix of possibilities in planning their curriculum offer. The outcome may be a prospectus that offers a structured range of educational opportunities that address the different reasons adults are attracted to adult education in a variety of subject contexts. Regions can be expected to have a planned curriculum based on a strong rationale and needs analysis. It is not intended however to ask regions to provide particular amounts – or proportions – of different strands as regions need to plan around identified need in their area and their own capacity and strengths.
What are the admin implications?

Activity Proposal Forms are being amended; Course Organisers/learning managers complete these but they are checked and data entered by admin staff. WEAMIS will have an educational strand field.
Should we use the ‘strands’ for publicity and marketing purposes?

The titles of the strands are for internal coding and reporting purposes and have not been designed for external use. However the use of the strands in planning provision may help sharpen the message to potential students about the benefits they would gain from involvement.
Is the quality regime the same for all strands?

Currently the WEA has one quality regime that covers all provision; this is based on the Common Inspection Framework. However we will need to begin to nuance this and make quality regimes more fit for purpose. Thus SCTL will require qualified tutors whereas in cultural studies a strong subject knowledge backed up by effective CPD may be considered sufficient. High quality of teaching and learning will still be central to all provision.
Isn’t this basically about funding?

As if! The change needs to stand on the basis of its benefits to WEA students. However there are links to the turbulent world of funding! The proposed SCTL strand is clearly within the government’s skills strategy and – if delivered effectively – enables the WEA to make continuing claims to mainstream FE funding. In different ways the other two strands form part of the emerging category of Personal and Community Development Learning (PCDL); this provision will continue to be publicly funded but at a more modest level. Where provision leads to outcomes in areas such as social cohesion or health improvement there may well be scope for seeking funding from other government departments responsible for these areas.
At a more basic level, the WEA’s continuing claims to public funding depend on us having a clear, distinctive and high quality offer. The WEA’s position has been protected from some of the rigours of recent policy changes because we are classed as a Specially Designated Institution (SDI) under the 1992 Act. The DfES and LSC have recently invited the WEA to work with them to ensure our specialist contribution is recognised – including our national structure and ‘reach’ into many localities. However to maintain this position we need to make a convincing case that we offer a valuable and distinctive contribution to the landscape of post-16 education. The strands will help us clarify what we do so that we can defend it successfully.
Is ALI telling us to do this?

No, ALI assesses our performance against the Common Inspection Framework and it is our responsibility to implement strategies to address weaknesses. This development – Education Strands – predates the January 2007 ALI monitoring visit but does address some ALI criticisms particularly around success/achievement and curriculum management and support.

How will this improve the students’ experience?

If the introduction of the strands helps us to be clearer about how and to where students can progress and if we develop a course offer that facilitates this – WEA students will benefit. We have a good reputation for encouraging students to participate in adult education; this will help add a structured and confident approach to ensuring they get the greatest possible benefit from their education with us.
Who decided this?

This change was agreed by the Association Management Team following detailed discussion on the Educational Board that includes educational managers from regions and corporate services. The approach was also reported to, and discussed with, Association Trustees who have responsibility for scrutinising our educational performance. 

What happens next?

The intention is to introduce the strands as part of planning and registering our 2007/08 programme; i.e. all provision starting after August 1st 2007. The development of the strands as active planning tools will however need to be phased. 
It has been agreed to move quickly with developing the SCTL strand and making sure that the curriculum, qualifications/accreditation and tutor strategies are put into place. Our offer will need to connect with emerging government policies around the post-16 Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) and the Foundation Learning Tier. There is a major challenge facing the WEA to develop a distinctive curriculum offer that aligns with shifting LSC policy lines.
We recognise that there is still some work to do in defining the community involvement and cultural studies strands. This reflects some uncertainty in the Association about the precise location of our community education and our branches provision within a fluid external environment.

The AMT Education Board will review the implementation and development of the Education Strands and welcomes feedback and comments from WEA staff and members.
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