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[bookmark: _Toc145847170]COLLABORATIVE FRAMEWORK FOR MODULE ENGAGEMENT AND LEARNING (COMEL) IN BLENDED QUANTITY SURVEYING DEGREE APPRENTICES PROGRAMMES 

[bookmark: _Toc145847171]Project Overview 
[bookmark: _Hlk146028287][bookmark: _Hlk145948072][bookmark: _Hlk145948629]Blended programmes such as Blended Quantity Surveying Degree Apprenticeship (QSDA) programmes are fast gaining traction within many apprenticeships in the United Kingdom as they seek to provide flexibility that meets the needs of apprentices. Northumbria University (NU) is one of the few universities offering a unique model of Blended Quantity Surveying Degree Apprenticeship (QSDA) programmes. It started the blended QSDA programmes in 2020 as the first academic provider to offer the programme on a national scale to train professionals in quantity surveying to graduate level nationwide. There are over two hundred apprentices registered on the programmes. These programmes are predominantly online, with elements of face-to-face sessions and work-based learning. The university's ambition for these programmes is that achievement rates exceed minimum expectations. Achieving a seamless blend of theoretical understanding and work-based practice in delivering quality learning and ensuring apprentices are developing the required knowledge, skills, and behaviours is a priority to meet the set ambitions of the programmes. However, contextualisation of theoretical to practice can be very challenging without effective employer collaboration, especially at module levels (Rowe, Perrin, and Wall 2016; Mulkeen et al. 2019). Employers have a role in maintaining the profession's credibility through co-designing and implementing work-based learning curriculum and assessment, which actively supports the development of quality graduates (Fern et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Hlk146294425]Engaging employers to lead and deliver specialist modules as tutors was one initiative implemented but uptake by employers have been very low. The Module learning engagement plan (LEP) was another strategy initiated in the blended QSDA programmes to support employer involvement in learning delivery.  The LEP was targeted at helping apprentices identify and undertake work-based learning activities aligned to the module outcomes to improve their learning and performances through the support of their employers. It is expected that through this initiative, employers would be involved in providing the needed opportunities for their apprentices to apply theory to practice, gaining the required skills and behaviours. However, this has not been as effective as expected. While the LEP provides information on weekly objectives, engagement hours and academic activities, work-based learning activities seem lacking. Apprentices have mentioned the ambiguity of aligning university learning with work-based practice and activities using the plan. In a comment by one of the apprentices, it would be beneficial what I should engage in the workplace related to the week's objective or topic of discussion. Similarly, employers have opined the lack of clarity on engagement activities aligned to learning outcomes that can help transfer and support apprentice learning in the workplace. In one of their comments, it is not clear from the outset the possible activities associated with the module delivery that require our facilitation. This affects employer engagement and the quality of applying theory to practice, which is necessary to help apprentices gain and evidence the required skills and behaviours of the apprenticeship. According to an endpoint organisation representative, “Apprentices need to evidence the skills and not just knowledge for their endpoint assessment. Employers and providers can create opportunities to demonstrate skills by linking academic and work-based activities, which would require collaborative efforts”. Feedback from learners, staff, and employers all points towards the need for effective employer engagement, especially at the module level. Hence, effective employer collaboration and involvement cannot be overemphasised in improving quality module learning for degree apprentices (Rowe et al., 2016; Mulkeen et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Hlk146029118]The OFSTED  report of 2022 rated the university as ‘reasonable progress”  whilst noting that only reasonable progress was made in ensuring that apprentices benefit from high-quality training that leads to positive outcomes for apprentices. In addition to other feedback, this has caused an increasing demand to improve the programme delivery by providing authentic, inclusive, collaborative, active and technology-enhanced learning experiences for QS degree apprentices.  This will include engaging employers in developing and delivering high-quality learning experiences to QS apprentices. Therefore, there is a need for an approach to collaboratively engage with employers in developing and delivering quality learning that blends theory and practice aligned to the module outcomes and required KSBs. The project seeks to answer how can employers and academics effectively collaborate to design and deliver module LEPs appropriate for improving the learning experiences of QS apprentices on the programmes.?  

Collaborative Frameworks can be helpful to initiate employer involvement in the delivery of learning (Jones et al., 2012; Ferns et al., 2019). However, they are rare, especially at the module level and in Degree apprenticeship in the Built environment discipline. Building on these foundations, this project developed a strategy for securing effective employers’ collaboration in module teaching and learning practice through the COMEL framework. The research project team coined COMEL, which refers to Collaborative (framework for) module engagement and learning. Hence, providers, especially programme and module leaders, can work more effectively with employers clearly and succinctly using COMEL to develop and implement effective module learning engagement plans. 

The project brought together relevant stakeholders, including senior managers/ leaders, professional bodies, module/programme leaders, apprenticeship directors, employers and apprentices. The purpose is to help identify challenges and generate ideas to support the development of a collaborative framework for academic-employer involvement in delivering quality learning opportunities and experiences for QS apprentices. The project set out to identify the combination of strategies critical for improving provider-employer collaboration in designing and delivering high-quality off-the-job training and learning (OTJT) at the module level to Quantity surveying degree apprentices.  A mixed method design involving a mix of document reviews, collaborative workshops, semi-structured interviews, and questionnaires was employed to collect relevant data on the project. It used these methods to solicit the views of these key stakeholders at various stages of the project. A focus group in the form of a collaborative session was conducted, which collated the views of employers, academics, apprenticeship directors, and end-point organisations on current challenges in employer engagement at the module level. In addition, the enablers to improve collaborative practices between academics and employers in the delivery of learning at the module level. All attendees participated, interacted and engaged in the discussions; the aim was to identify the relevant practice and action areas and enablers for collaborative delivery of learning. The interviews focused on gathering the perspectives of QS degree apprentices on the challenges of learning to meet the required KSBs in relation to the seamless blend of academic and work-based learning and the efficacy of current module learning engagement plans. In addition, recommend possible ideas to improve the blend between theory and work-based activities/practice at the module level to ensure the learning provided is appropriate to develop the required knowledge, skills and behaviour to meet the apprenticeship standards. Following feedback from the sessions and the interviews, relevant focus areas and enablers were identified and used to develop the COMEL framework, which stakeholders validated. Ultimately, the aim is to engage key stakeholders in discussing employer engagement at the module level to influence and enact change that can improve the quality of QSDA delivery towards achieving positive outcomes for all stakeholders.
[bookmark: _Toc145847172]Project Aims
[bookmark: _Hlk145948990]The project aims to develop a collaborative framework for module learning and engagement in QSDA programmes. The project creates a structure for providers-employer engagement in developing and delivering quality learning experiences in blended QSDA programmes towards achieving the apprenticeship. The project sought to define the key enablers, practices, and action areas relevant to engaging employers in module delivery towards developing a collaborative framework for module learning and engagement (COMEL) on QSDA programmes.  It begins with an investigation into:
· Understand how existing Module learning engagement plans for off-the-job training and learning (OTJT) have been designed and delivered on QSDA Programmes in Northumbria University, identifying strengths and limitations. 
· Identifying the combination of strategies critical for improving provider-employer collaboration in designing and delivering high-quality OTJT at module level to Quantity surveying degree apprentices. 
· Design a Collaborative Framework for delivering quality module learning and engagement experiences to Quantity surveying degree apprentices.
[bookmark: _Hlk145949016]It supports realising the objectives identified in the Apprenticeship Workforce Development (AWD) individual project Practitioner Improvement Projects. These two areas are central to the successful delivery of apprenticeships:
· Working with Employers: The project developed a framework that helps educational providers expand their apprenticeship offerings while improving the quality and outcomes of these programmes through effective collaboration with employers. This involves co-designing and delivering learning activities that bridge theoretical knowledge with practical skills towards apprentices meeting the Knowledge, skills, and behaviours (KSBs) as required.

· Off-the-Job Training: The project develops a framework that supports designing and delivering collaborative module LEP plans that facilitate employer engagement in integrating apprentices into professional environments and the need for classroom learning to align with real-world contexts. 

[bookmark: _Toc145847173]Positive Impact and Expected Outcomes 
[bookmark: _Hlk146013666]The project attracted representatives from four universities (academic, skills coaches/ /senior management staff/apprentices), one endpoint assessment organisation, and five organisations, two of whom are the largest employers of QS apprentices in the UK. Their contributions identified the practice areas, action areas and enablers necessary for provider-employer collaborations to design and deliver module learning and engagement. It provided opportunities for cross-pollination of ideas from various universities and stakeholder levels. The specific impact of the project includes:
Employers
· Brought together two large employers of QS apprentices in the UK who are willing to promote the application of COMEL to enhance their apprentice's development.
· Employer contributions in the development of a collaborative framework for module engagement and learning for improving QSDA programmes in the UK.
· All the employers who engaged with the project acknowledged that their collaborations were relevant at the module delivery level to support the delivery of quality learning experiences to their apprentices. 
· Employers acknowledged that the framework provided an understandable structure of how they can work with academics (module and programme leaders) to design and deliver learning to the apprentices. 
· One of the employers acknowledged that the COMEL framework and guide are relevant to the QS discipline, and in addition, its application will go beyond the Quantity Surveying degree apprenticeship.
· An employer commented that “The commitment of employers varies greatly; some do not see the need to be involved. However, anything that makes academic/industry relationships closer should be embraced; I feel COMEL would support building such relationships”. 
Providers
· [bookmark: _Hlk146013922][bookmark: _Hlk146014463]A Senior Management Team (SMT) member for apprenticeship in NU acknowledged the framework's relevance in facilitating employer engagement to improve the quality of apprenticeship delivery. They also confirmed support in facilitating a workshop for disseminating and training on the need and use of the framework for the benefit of programme/module leaders and employers as appropriate engaged in built environment degree apprenticeship.  
· Module leaders in NU and three other universities involved in the project acknowledged the relevance of COMEL. They confirmed it would explore its application to evaluate and improve their existing methods. They acknowledged that the best practices guideline was very useful and provided a structure for replication.
· Subject-level employer advisory board to be launched next semester in NU, supporting COMEL implementation.
· One of the representatives from one of the universities requested a training delivery of the application of COMEL to their delivery team. An SMT from one of the Universities commented, "Improving employer engagement is crucial in the delivery of built environment degree apprenticeships. The framework would support providers, especially at the operational level, to engage effectively with employers to improve the quality of learning…I am happy to recommend its uptake to the relevant stakeholders. 
· Another provider confirmed they would ask the relevant course teams to explore and consider adoption.
Another provider confirmed they would suggest employing the framework to review their existing methods and improve on them.
Apprentices
· Apprentices in NU and three other universities acknowledged that the sessional delivery learning plan from the best practice guide was well detailed, specifying what work-based activities to engage with who facilitates, and the introduction of mentor formative assessment and feedback was very relevant. They also confirmed that it would support their learning experience and enable them to engage appropriately. An apprentice commented, " The framework is very relevant. Employers and module tutors need to work better together. I believe the learning and engagement plan developed using COMEL would inform who, what and how we learn. Knowing what work-based activities are linked to the module learning outcome is a great relief and beneficial. I would know how to work with my mentor to engage with the activities, knowing it is not just gaining knowledge or experience to pass my modules but to help me put together my portfolio for the endpoint assessment.

Others
· The project provided a platform for collaborative discussions amongst employers, providers, endpoint assessment organisations, programme/module leaders and apprentices to discuss the challenges and way forward for supporting effective employer collaborations at the module level. While such workshops do happen, they often discuss strategic actions and not module-related interventions. 
· The project also created the needed awareness, especially for senior management (employer and provider alike), on the need to pay attention to the operational level (programme and module) of apprenticeship programme delivery as the challenges at this level may significantly impact the realisation of the strategic vision of engaging in apprenticeships.
· The project provided a platform for employers and providers (module and programme leaders) to discuss and collaboratively contribute to ideas used to design and develop the COMEL framework and the best practice guide.
· The Council of Heads of Built Environment Education in the UK is happy to host a discussion on aspects of the COMEL framework to inform a wider group of built environment programme leaders and heads of department.


Expected Outcomes
[bookmark: _Hlk145949971]The framework and guidelines provide a blueprint for Providers to engage employers in a partnership that delivers seamless academic and work-based learning opportunities to apprentices at the module level for the acquisition of the KSBs relevant to their personal and professional development. Specific benefits expected when the framework is implemented are highlighted under three headings:
 
[bookmark: _Hlk145949115]Employer engagement
· Promotes strong collaboration between academic institutions and employers.
· Provide awareness to employers and providers on the practice areas, action areas, and enablers required to facilitate successful employer collaborations in delivering high-quality learning experiences to the apprentices. 
· Offers a structure for initiating and maintaining provider-employer collaborations at the module and programme levels, improving employer engagement in QSDA programmes 
· Improves employer satisfaction and commitment to the QS degree apprenticeship. 

Co-design and delivery of quality learning opportunities and experiences to apprentices
· Addresses the common challenge of integrating theoretical understanding with work-based learning. 
· High-quality blended QSDA programmes that engage employers in delivering surface and profound learning opportunities and experiences that lead to positive outcomes for apprentices.
· [bookmark: _Hlk146015383]Improved skills development, often lacking in QSDA programmes, hence the evidence of existing backlog yet to complete the EPA.   
· Development of module learning engagement plans appropriate for QS apprentices’ professional development by providing details of work-based activities aligned to assessments and module learning outcomes. 
· Promotes authentic, active, interactive, inclusive, collaborative and technology-enhanced learning experiences for QS degree apprentices.
Provider performances and ratings
· Improve module satisfaction rate above 4.2 out of 5-point rating.
· Improved engagement and retention rates on QSDA programmes as students have the full support of the module leader and employer to engage with appropriate learning opportunities.
· Facilitate completion achievement rate above 67 per cent in QSDA programmes.
· Improved NSS ratings for Quantity surveying programmes in Northumbria University above 70 per cent.
·  Greater confidence in blended QSDA provision in Northumbria University. 
· Improves employer commitment and satisfaction with the QSDA programmes 
· Retention rates on QSDA programmes above 80 per cent 
· Improve learning performances with an average pass rate above 70 per cent.
· Positive feedback in following Ofsted full visit report on excellent progress in ensuring that apprentices benefit from high-quality training that meets programme and apprenticeship standards requirement. 

[bookmark: _Toc145847174]Project Outputs 
The project outputs include:
· A COMEL framework
· A COMEL framework Guidance
· A  guide for the application of COMEL in a Quantity surveying module
· Collaborative module learning engagement template for QSDA programmes 

[bookmark: _Toc145847175]Future Activity 
· Publish a Journal article on COMEL.
· Validate the COMEL framework through implementation on a real-life module using a case study approach.
· Measure the impact of the COMEL application on apprentices’ engagement and learning performances.
· Delivery of a CPD session to train providers on engaging employers using the COMEL framework.
· Deliver a CPD on using COMEL to develop a collaborative LEP module appropriate for the QSDA programme.
· Deliver a workshop/ presentation to the Council of Heads of Built Environment Education in the UK on the COMEL framework to reach a wider group of built environment programme leaders and heads of department.


[bookmark: _Toc145847176]Recommendations for effective collaborative partnership working to address quality improvement in apprenticeship delivery.
The following recommendations are helpful for effective employer engagement at the module level.
· Learning outcomes should be explicitly developed from the apprenticeship KSBs requirements to facilitate module delivery of employer buy-in.
· Providers should engage employers wholistically in module design and delivery in the four teaching practice areas highlighted in the framework. 
· To ensure successful collaborations, the provider and employer organisations' leadership must consider twelve critical enablers as highlighted in the framework. 
· A well-developed Learning Engagement Plan (LEP) is critical for integrating theory and practice into a module. 
· Developing module LEPs appropriate for QSDA programmes requires contributions from relevant stakeholders, especially employers. 
· Engaging employers, especially those who directly oversee or engage in the apprentice's development in developing and delivering LEPs, requires a systematic approach, which the COMEL framework offers. This framework enables academics (specifically programme and module leads) and employers to collaboratively develop and implement module learning and engagement plans appropriate to support the quality learning of QS apprentices, leading to:
· Authentic, active, interactive, inclusive, collaborative, and technology-enhanced learning experiences for quantity surveying (QS) degree apprentices​.
· Increased employer engagement at the module and programme implementation levels.
· Improved potential for apprentices' engagement, learning, and development towards preparation for the end-point assessment (EPA).
· Greater confidence in degree apprenticeship (DA) academic standards and delivery.
· Increased suitability of assessment methods for micro theory and practice in quantity surveying (QS).
· Improved value for money of investment in DA.

[bookmark: _Toc145847177]Where can colleagues find more information?
Dr Lovelin Obi
Programme Lead: Construction Quantity Surveying Degree Apprenticeship
Department of Architecture and the Built Environment 
Northumbria University. Newcastle 
Email: Lovelin2.obi@northumbria.ac.uk
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