Appendix F

Detailed findings of eSTEeM project

Transforming curriculum praxis and workplace capabilities (project code: 18E-MRRI-EI-01)

Findings span institutional enablers/constraints (WS-1), the Trailblazer-led learning
system that produced the Level 7 Systems Thinking Practitioner Apprenticeship
Standard (WS-2), and the STiP 2020 curriculum refresh (WS-3). Each workstream
reveals dynamics between curriculum innovation and institutional structures,
examined through a systems lens of motivation, control, knowledge, and legitimacy.
Appendix F provides a more detailed data set including further interview responses
supporting the findings.

1 (WS-1): Experiences of enacting curriculum praxis

Drawing on similar research from Mahon (Mahon 2014, Mahon, Heikkinen and Huttunen
2019) analysis of the data generated in WS-1 revealed both enablers for, and constraints
to, enacting curriculum praxis in the OU.

Enablers — opportunities for curriculum praxis in the OU

Three key enablers were identified in the data — (E1) OU staff attitudes and backgrounds,
(E2) gaining permission for innovation, and (E3) relationships with others. Each of these
are elaborated in Box 1 below.

Box 1 Enablers for curriculum praxis in the OU

Enabler 1: Attitudes and backgrounds of OU staff

The primary enabler to curriculum praxis are the attitudes and motivations of OU
staff. The participants we interviewed portrayed making improvements as an
unquestioned part of their job. They approach everything they do in terms of seeking
opportunities to make improvements using guiding questions such as “what do | need
to do to bring something new into the student experience?” (Participant 1) or “how
can | help the OU get better at doing this?” (Participant 6). For some, it was also a core
part of who they are as a person. As one participant said “l always do those things. It’s
not particular to this situation. It’s across my life.” (Participant 10).




Participants often started their account of how an innovation came to be with a
retrospective of their experiences both within and outside of the OU demonstrating
the importance of their own trajectory to what they do. Ideas arise out of previous
experience, knowledge of technological advancement, familiarity with pedagogical
developments, contact with students, and, discipline-specific research.

Of particular interest is the way in which the background or academic discipline of
the participant influenced not just the desired change but the way in which they
approach and talk about the process of making change happen. For example, one
participant, from a teaching background, spoke about the innovation process in
terms of an interaction between reading pedagogical research, conducting their own
scholarship projects, and, making changes. In another example, we asked a
participant from a design background about the language that they were using when
talking about the process and they replied:

“I do think, there’s this idea of trying out is very much a design process, | think
fundamental to it and in our core modules that exactly what we are teaching our
students to do and we basically do what we preach in a sense, so yes we do
experiment with different set ups...” (Participant 12)

Enabler 2: Gaining permission to introduce new ideas

The main factor that participants reported as helpful to introducing new ideas and
practices is gaining the endorsement and support of appropriate senior colleagues,
university committees or key stakeholders accompanied by funding where needed.
This involves making the case for the change and the potential benefits it will bring
but helps legitimise the work. One participant said that having permission gave a
sense of freedom to be disruptive. Another, that it helped to know that a key
stakeholder supported the case being made. Gaining permission is not a one-off
event, it is an ongoing process of conversations, negotiations and updates.

There was one example given of an innovation that had to cease because permission
was withdrawn.

Enabler 3: Relationships with others

Participants emphasised that they do not work in isolation. One participant
highlighted how important it is to create shared enthusiasm and ownership of new
ideas and allow ideas to develop through conversations.

Personal networks are used to identify others with relevant knowledge or experience;

networks and influence; or, access to necessary resources. Colleagues often need to
be convinced about the idea and its potential impact. But once on board, they take on
various roles such as enhancing the idea; being critical friends; arguing the case for




change; providing resources; and, reducing distractions so that the space needed for
innovation is protected.

Noteworthy that the eSTEeM scholarship project itself might be regarded as
performing a higher level of enabling function, in providing a further space for
conversation to identify enablers and constraints.

In some situations, whole teams (such as a module team) are engaged in curriculum
design. In this context, the experience of introducing new ideas will vary from individual
to individual. For some it can be exciting and liberating. For others it is uncomfortable
and can create anxiety particularly if the changes challenge established roles and
familiar procedures.

Constraints — barriers to curriculum praxis in the OU

The data revealed that the context is not always conducive to introducing new ideas and
practices, as these quotes illustrate:

“The processes that we have within the Open University, the support we have, the ability
of [...]administrators. Each of those is a barrier to innovation. As is the governance that
we go through. As are the systems that we use, as are our inability to look outside the
organisation.” (Participant 10)

“we were operating in a bubble in the sense that we were kind of a small island of trying
to do things differently in a big sea of trying to do things exactly as they’ve always been
done. So, you know, it’s quite difficult to innovate in a context where everything has been
set up to do work in a specific order and in a specific way” (Participant 7)

Six key barriers were identified in the data — (B1) over-standardised approaches, (B2)
imposed changes (B3) constraining management and administrative practices, (B4)
time constraints, (B5) constraints on discursive spaces, and (B6) restrictive access for
deliberation - elaborated more in Box 2.

Box 2 Barriers to curriculum praxis in the OU

Barrier 1: Over-standardised approach to module production

Curriculum design practices are particularly influenced by the institutionalisation of
project management approaches to module production and a mind-set that a
module needs to be delivered, relatively unchanged, for eight years or more. Some
participants expressed frustration with this process in terms of the amount of




investment and length of time needed ‘up front’ and its impact on responsiveness to
market changes. There were also concerns that once produced modules become out
of date in relation to content, pedagogy and/or technology. Furthermore, navigating
the administration and resource requirements for module production can interrupt
the ability to introduce innovative pedagogies or technologies:

“So, yes, we were enthusiastic, optimistic and ready to go. Ready to get going and
writing and we just, at every single turn we took, there was another frustration [...].
Literally, everything [...] was swept away from us” (Participant 11)

Barrier 2: Imposed university-wide changes or initiatives

Participants often referred to the need to fit with university-wide changes or
initiatives. For example, to reduce face to face teaching; to move from 30 point to 60
point modules; to use the FuturelLearn platform; or, to increase the content delivered
on-line. In turn, these changes were often attributed to the need to reduce the cost
(financial and/or staff time) of production and/or presentation. In one instance, the
participant attributed the innovation to the need to ensure the discipline survived in a
context that values high throughput undergraduate qualifications rather than lower
throughput postgraduate ones.

These drivers were not always viewed positively from the perspective of pedagogical
improvements. Some curriculum changes were reported in a way that they were a
response to the realisation that student experience and outcomes had deteriorated,
or could do so, as a result of a university-wide change. For example, the reduction in
face to face teaching created the conditions where innovations such as online group
tasks and other forms of face to face events were necessary.

Barrier 3: Management and administration practices

Participants highlighted that management and administration practices constrained
innovations in management, administration and curriculum design. As one
participant explained, the institutionalisation of standardised practices set up
expectations so if you want to do something different you need to justify why.

Another participant drew attention to the need for the OU to be less risk averse when
possible innovations are considered.

A challenge facing those developing a new qualification/apprenticeship programme
or defending an existing one is making the case that there is a market for the
curriculum and therefore will be financially viable. One participant talked about the
need to defend a PG qualification on the basis that it reached a large share of a
relatively small market (as compared to the perceived norm of UG modules that are
delivered en masse). In this instance, the academic team were also aware that the
market would be most interested in studying in smaller chunks, but due to financial




models had to conform to producing a 60 point module that could be less popular.
Another participant commented that traditional market research methods are not
effective in identifying emerging market needs or exploiting the potential to create
entirely new markets.

Some participants expressed concern about other ways in which standardised
approaches to curriculum design can generate administrative constraints. Those
mentioned included drafting stages (D1, D2, D3); scheduled module team meetings;
and, rights-clearance processes.

In other examples, participants encountered problems because there were no
procedures, financial arrangements or technological solutions for doing what they
wanted to do. For example, whilst it is a simple process to email all students currently
studying a particular module, it is more complex to email those registered on a
qualification (whether or not currently on a module) or alumni of a qualification.
Without these procedures in place, barriers such as different interpretations of the
nature of the contact and data protection can make what seems a simple task very
complex and time consuming. Another example, is that budgets for developing new
resources or technological tools are attached to a module, rather thanto a
qualification or entire schools/faculties where economies of scale could make some
innovations more affordable and attractive.

Participants recognised the importance of both Core Systems Replacement (CSR)
and the introduction of the AL contract as potential facilitators of the innovations that
they were involved in. However, in the meantime temporary workarounds are
required. In respect to CSR, participant 10 highlighted that “until we’ve seen it, we
don’t know if it will be able to achieve the things that we want it to achieve”
demonstrating a degree of uncertainty about whether these changes will be enabling
or constraining.

Barrier 4: Time constraints

Participants noted that doing things differently does take time, even if innovations
ultimately hold the potential to save resources:

“So, there’s a learning curve involved and | think there was an assumption that that
learning curve would not be there and that everything would be quicker and cheaper
immediately, but actually there was quite a bit of extra work involved in trying to do
things a different way” (Participant 7)

However, most participants innovated in the context of time constraints whether that
was the pressure of module production timelines; other demands on their own time;
or, the timely availability and responsiveness of co-innovators. One participant




highlighted that the work was categorised as study time in their workplan, another
that the work was taking place in their own time.

Time constraints can mean that the original ideas are not fully implemented but
adapted or scaled back to fit the time available.

Barrier 5: Little space to surface and discuss perspectives on desired outcomes

Whilst those involved are committed to improving student experience and outcomes,
the different possible interpretations of a good student experience, how people learn
and desired outcomes can create differences of point of view with respect to the
most appropriate curriculum design.

Participants in WS-1 mentioned success in both broad terms, such as
module/qualification learning outcomes, and more narrowly linked to particular
measures, such as student retention or more students qualifying (MSQ). It was
notable that, unless a participant was being interviewed about initiatives associated
with employability or apprenticeships, workplace capability of students was not
focused on as a primary reason for making changes.

These tensions need to be resolved in a curriculum design process but there often is
not the appropriate space to do so.

Barrier 6: Missing colleagues (‘players in the game’)

There were few examples of full engagement of AL teams in curriculum design. In
comparison, there were examples of innovations where problems had arisen because
it had not been possible to consider the implications for AL workload or technological
awareness and suitably prepare them for their role in realising curriculum design
changes:

“I don’t think with the best will in the world anybody realised until the module was
going into presentation that there was an awful lot of new stuff for both tutors and
students to get to grips with” (Participant 8).

One participant suggested that ALs were under-used as sources of ideas for
curriculum design and as critical friends in checking the feasibility of novel
approaches. Others suggested that greater consideration needed to be given to AL
training needs when new pedagogical ideas or VLE developments were being
introduced in a module or across the OU.

Summary: a systems lens for examining case stories

The enablers and constraints identified in the OU context are a manifestation of those
identified by Mahon and colleagues. WS-1 has highlighted that participants experience



more constraints to curriculum praxis than enablers. Most participants had identified
ways around — or through —the barriers. However, they were not confident that they had
created a change that would make it easier for anyone following a similar path in the
future, or, that their work had led to sustainable improvements to mainstream business
or student experience.

WS-1 provides insights into the general context — opportunities (enablers) and threats
(constraints) —in which the two workstreams WS-2 and WS-3 were carried out. These
two workstreams represent particular instances of the enactment of curriculum praxis,
both actively involving research team co-investigators. They are presented in this report
as case stories — analogous to ‘match reports’ in our using the metaphor of particular
‘games’ of curriculum praxis played out as learning systems. The STPA case story (WS-2)
represents a learning system primarily for the design of a new Apprenticeship Standard,
and secondarily for the design of an OU curriculum qualification to support provision
against the Standard. The STiP-2020 case story (WS-3) represents a learning system for
the redesign of an existing OU curriculum associated with the PG programme of
systems thinking in practice.

To assist analysis and comparison between the two games at play, the findings from
each learning system are examined in relation to a benchmark reference system - or
lens - helpful in flushing out features of curriculum praxis and capabilities.” The
‘reference system’ comprised four sources of influence. In relation to curriculum
praxis, the sources can be summarised in terms of four questions of political economy
(parameters common to both learning systems):

1. sources of motivation (who gets what? values informing curriculum praxis),

2. sources of control (who owns what? power and accountability in making praxis
work),

3. sources of knowledge (who does what? practicalities and assurances along with
uncertainties and complexities entailed), and

4. sources of legitimacy (who suffers what? rationale enabling or constraining
praxis).

For each of the two case story learning systems —WS-2 and WS-3 - a brief contextis
provided, followed by sections addressing the four sources of influence respectively —

' Derived from reference system associated with critical systems heuristics (CSH). See
Ulrich and Reynolds (2020). Ch. 6. Critical Systems Heuristics: The Idea and Practice of
Boundary Critique. In: Reynolds, Martin and Holwell, Sue eds. Systems Approaches to
Making Change: A Practical Guide. 2nd Edn. London: Open University and Springer, pp.
255-305.


http://oro.open.ac.uk/70336/
http://oro.open.ac.uk/70336/

needs (motivation), decision making (control), provision (knowledge), and legitimacy —
followed by a final section summarising the wider significance of the case story.

Whilst the four influences might be regarded as inputs to the system, the immediate
outputs are the findings associated with each source of influence. The broader
outcomes might be regarded as findings associated with the significance associated
with the case story beyond that of the immediate case. More broader still are the
potential impacts of both case stories; a concern addressed in a final section of the
report.

2 (WS-2): Case story of STPA development work

Context

University apprenticeships provide a route to higher education (HE) through work-based
learning. They might be regarded as part of wider developments and debates on
resetting and repurposing of higher education triggered in-part by the Bologna process
launched in 1999; intergovernmental higher education reform process initiated through
the European Union.? Box 3 summarises the external drivers for apprenticeships in the
UK.

Box 3 UK Higher Education Apprenticeships (external)

Extending higher education curriculum to include degree apprenticeships was given
legitimacy primarily as a means for supporting an alternative funding stream for HE
(through employers in the marketplace). But such a shift also enabled space for
rethinking and experimenting on the role of the University curriculum in relation to
internal and external influences (cf. Lattuca and Stark, 2009).

An added impetus in the UK was the introduction of the Apprenticeship Levy; initiated
by the UK governmentin April 2017. All employers paying a wage bill of more than £3
million per year are required to pay 0.5% of their payroll each month as a levy tax which
can then be reinvested back into their workforce in the form of Apprenticeship training.
The Apprenticeship Levy introduced in the UK is designed to put apprenticeship funding
in the hands of employers and encourage them to invest in and create apprenticeships.

2The Bologna process which began in 1999 originally involved 29 European countries with
the aim towards standardising Higher Education provision with Quality assurance to
enable transnational mobility between academics and students; accompanied by the
setting up of agreed credit transfer mechanisms between HEls. The wider aim was to
transform HE from a system that serves an industrial society to one that serves a post-
industrial knowledge society.




Trailblazer groups are groups of employers who take responsibility for developing and
championing an apprenticeship. An apprenticeship trailblazer group (TBG) is
responsible for developing apprenticeships standards specific to job roles which have
never had an apprenticeship programme, or standards that will replace existing
programmes for other job roles. TBGs can thereby influence HEIs and other educational
providers in prompting investment towards new curricula in serving apprenticeships.
Trailblazer groups were initiated through the UK Skills Funding Agency in 2013 (SFA;
acronym extended with remit to Education to ESFA in 2017) though given a boost in
legitimacy and authority by the Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA; acronym extended
later to IfATE reflecting a broadening remit to include Technical Education) in 2017 with
the introduction of the Apprenticeship Levy* Once the group and its proposal for a new
occupational standard is recognised by IfATE, they write the occupational and end-
point assessment (EPA) plan, and collate funding evidence to inform the funding band
recommendation.

*|IfATE subsequently changed later in 2025 to a similar parastatal - Skills England — with
more focus on Levels 5 and 6 apprenticeships, and associated concerns for a reduction
of Level 7 apprenticeship levy support.

Meanwhile, prior to 2018, the OU had been through what academics in particular had
experienced as an unprecedented period of turmoil under the leadership of several
prior (less-academic/more corporate) VC appointments (including one appointment
from a CEP of Microsoft Education, followed by an appointment of a BBC Executive
Producer). In contrast to what was experienced by some colleagues as a creeping
culture of management consultancy, 2018 spawned a renewed confidence towards
restoring academic integrity along with appropriate governance structures. The sense of
renewal coincided with impending 50" anniversary celebrations, expressed with a
reaffirmation of mission by the newly appointed VC - Tim Blackman -in 2019:

“The OU is one of the UK’s best inventions. It ranks with the NHS and National Parks as a
visionary idea, bringing the opportunity to learn and study to anyone, whatever their
circumstances.” (OU Newsletter, 2019).

The OU began taking on new challenges and opportunities in exploring its relationship
with workplace learning and learning for work, particularly in experimenting with
apprenticeships and formulating an employability strategy, coupled with OU expertise
in lifelong learning. The OU was beginning to address some of the challenges hinted at
in an earlier address to the OU from Carolyn Fairbairn, Director-General of the CBI:

“..greater flexibility in degree provision will help people access the life-changing
opportunities that a university education can provide. ...[W]e will need greater
dynamism in our higher education provision —including reforming traditional course
delivery ...recognising the need to provide more in-work options like part-time, distance



https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/developing-new-apprenticeships/trailblazer-group/
https://ounews.co/around-ou/the-open-university-welcomes-new-vice-chancellor/

learning, and apprenticeships....In developing [these] ideas ... | have benefited from The
Open University being akin to a public policy lab on ‘what works’in supporting learning
and earning.” (Fairbairn, November 2017 in OU pamphlet ‘Fixing the broken market in
part-time study’p.2).

The Business Development Unit (BDU) developed an Apprenticeship market strategy
which was approved by the Vice Chancellor’s Executive (VCE) in February 2018. This
was subsequently updated in November 2019 through the Strategic Vision for

Apprenticeships.

In 2017, an investment case for STPA was submitted for STEM Faculty approval. ASTiP
staff met with various Faculty and Board of Studies staff over February-March 2017 to
scope out a possible Level 7 Systems Thinking Practitioner Apprenticeship (STPA) to be
offered on the back of the very successful STiP PG programme (since 2010) and the
findings of prior eSTEeM projects. Funding for investment was approved. The ASTiP
Group organised and hosted a meeting at Walton Hall to explore the potential of the
STPA (including some key externals/employers). The OU was encouraged by externals
and those present to proceed. With the full support of the Head of Engineering and
Innovation (E&l) School, the Director of Teaching for E&l Board of Studies (BoS) and
STEM Associate Dean for Curriculum, the ASTiP Group pushed ahead with first steps on
establishing a trailblazer group.

Figure 6 provides a generalised timeline of various stages of WS-2. A more detailed
exposition of actual events in the timeline can be found in Appendix C of main Report.
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Fig. 6 Timeline of key stages in development of the Systems thinking practitioner
apprenticeship (STPA) beginning with OU-supported formation of a trailblazer group
(TBG) with endorsement from Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education

(IfATE) in 2017 to eventual OU production work on STPA provision in 2021

STPA at the OU was finally launched in May 2023 with a total of 16 apprentices.
Following a similar number of initial registrations for the second cohortin May 2024, a
decision was made by STEM Faculty Executive team in September 2024 to close the
programme.

(sources of motivation) STPA needs: drivers and measures of change

The prime objective of WS-2 was to progress the establishment of, and external
approval for, a level 7 Systems Thinking Practitioner Standard. This was understood
to respond to the interest that Systems Thinking Practitioners and employers had
expressed in having a formalised, externally validated ‘competency framework’ for
professional recognition of systems thinking practice.

“timing was serendipitous - just ending eSTEeM phase Il and opportunity arose for
[trailblazer group] support” (MR)

The network of contact with employer representatives, training providers, practitioner
communities and a thriving, self-organised STiP alumni community established through
prior eSTEeM projects served as a starting point for promoting the possibility to form a
trailblazer group and identify prospective members. These different stakeholders each
had their own drivers and measures of change. As one example, the practitioner
community, SCiO (Systems and Complexity in Organisations), with whom we work on
existing modules, had already worked on a competency framework that they wanted to
be accepted more widely. In addition, this grouping had an ambition to gain recognition
as a professional body for Systems Thinking Practitioners. The trailblazer group and the
establishment of the Standard therefore presented SCiO with an opportunity to
progress these aims.

Training providers, such as universities, cannot be members of trailblazer groups but
can actin an advisory capacity. Although the OU had already become a provider of
other apprenticeships, it had not invested time and expertise to support the work to get
a new occupational Standard established in the first place (colleagues D&F). Within the
OU, there were different motivations expressed for investing in this process and a much
longer lead-in time than the usual module production processes. On the one hand, it
was perceived as important to ensure recognition of the subject area in its own right
(colleague D). However, this was also seen as a way of influencing the external context
in a way that would subsequently provide new opportunities for providing a curriculum
for different types of students and therefore gain business and income for the OU



(colleagues E&F). The establishment of the standard would inevitably require new
modules to be written which would enhance the suite of postgraduate T-modules?®
provided in the school (colleague D). Furthermore, as one colleague observed, this
presented a promising way of ensuring the ongoing ‘survival’ of the ASTiP group and the
subject area:

“l was hearing noises from the STiP group that they were worried about the future of
STiP. Because they could see that many of them are approaching retirement or getting
near to that point and they couldn’t really see any succession planning for who would
replace them. And, the fear was that the whole area might, might die away. [...] So | was
saying a postgraduate STiP apprenticeship might be a thing to do. And they [ASTIiP group]
just, they just leapt at it. They could see that it was a fantastic opportunity.” (colleague D)

It was these more internal concerns that were the drivers behind the secondary
objective of WS-2 which was to progress OU provision against the upcoming STPA
standard.

Uptake of apprenticeships in general by the OU was not as much as expected. For STPA
there was hope of attracting a market similar to those of the business school (colleague
E). However, recognising there is not a well-recognised market, one task for ASTiP was
having to convince colleagues inside the university that there is/ will be a market
(Colleague F). The key driver amongst ASTiP colleagues was the task of creating market
demand for the STPA, building on the prior success amongst STiP alumni in creating the
STPA.

(sources of control) STPA decision making: autonomy and accountability

Although the ASTIP group members helped to initiate and were keen to support the work
of the trailblazer group and initiate the work for the OU to become a provider, they had
limited control over the necessary resources to do so.

Resources and the Trailblazing Group

At first, the ASTIP group put forward proposals to be supported by the university for a bid
to Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) under the Degree
Apprenticeship Development Fund Round 2 scheme. Bids were restricted to one per
organisation and the STiP bid, despite strong initial support was displaced by a bid from
Social Work (SWDA, Social Worker Degree Apprenticeship). Fortunately, in 2017/2018
the Faculty was able to provide a funding allocation of £32K and this was further
supported through the E&l school budget (c.£18k). These resources enabled the ASTiP
group to organise and host a meeting at Walton Hall to explore the potential of the
apprenticeship (Spring 2017), and subsequently provide facilitatory and administrative

3 The two existing STiP modules (TB871 and TB872) are electives for a number of PG
qualifications as well as a requirement for the PG STiP specific qualifications.



support for the TBG to have six further workshops (2017-2019). In the same period, a
new full-time STiP lectureship appointment was endorsed and taken up in 2018 in
anticipation of the developing apprenticeship provision.*

Well over half of the eventual members of the TBG were either STiP alumni or
representatives of their employers. In addition, it was a STiP alumna who introduced the
person who became the chair of the TBG. As one colleague commented, this was an
unintended, but beneficial, impact of the ASTiP group maintaining contact with former
students:

“There has been various things over the years, that have been aware of the STiP alumni
community and knowing that, thinking this is a positive thing. But not always knowing
how best to tap in to it for the benefit of the community themselves, but also for the
benefit of the university, and suddenly, actually, the fact that such care had been taken
over nurturing that community has suddenly reaped huge rewards. Which, it wasn’t
done with that in mind, it was done because it was felt like it was a good thing to, a
positive thing to have that community and to support that community. But suddenly the
benefits have become very apparent” (colleague E)

Up until STPA, OU had for long been the only HEI that has focused on teaching STiP,
rather than incorporating systems thinking in specific domains (such as Business and
Administration or Health and Wellbeing programmes). This presented a challenge for
the TBG in terms of collating the funding evidence from three potential training
providers (OU, Hull University, and Cranfield University). The ASTiP group worked
through their network of academic contacts to inform them of the work of the TBG and
organise their involvement with the sixth TBG workshop.

STPA at the OU

On the whole, academic colleagues were enthusiastic about the development of the
Standard and the possibility this brought in terms of income. However, they also
expressed concern about the work that would need to be done to develop funding
estimates and bring their universities on board as providers. Providers wanted to be
able to work together so that high quality curricula can be developed but at the same

4 Natalie Foster was appointed lecturer. In the same period however, ASTiP group
experienced a net reduction in full time equivalent academic support with early
retirements from one Senior lecturer (Chris Blackmore) and one Professor (Simon Bell), as
well as reduced part-time role for one other Professor (Andy Lane) and Staff Tutor and co-
investigator (Rupesh Shah).



time wanted to avoid this being perceived as price fixing. Two universities (Hull,
Cranfield ) were able to develop costings to support the work of the TBG. Contributions
also came from academics at Lancaster and Kent universities. However, it was notable
that internal procedures within the OU meant that it was not possible to be as
responsive as other Universities for a STPA launch in 2020 within the required
timescales. New modules in addition to the two existing core STiP modules required
developing to cover the requirements (total of 54 knowledge, skills and behaviours) of
the new Standard. Once the STPA standard was approaching its final approval by IfATE,
attention only then could be turned to the task of securing internal approval and
resources for the OU to be one of the providers against the Standard.

In late 2019, ASTIiP colleagues began discussions with the OU Business Development
Unit (BDU) who are lead players in organising OU apprenticeship provision. Even though
IfATE had become convinced of the need for this new occupational standard, there was
still the need for the OU to be convinced of the size of the potential market for provision.
This is particularly difficult in a new area of curriculum (colleague D). However, through
a series of commissioned interviews with potential employer ‘customers’ organised
through BDU and facilitated by ASTiP colleagues, a case for becoming a STPA provider
was firmly established as part of an Opportunity Review and Investment Case (ORIC)
drafted in 2020. It is notable that this was a marked change in the university’s position in
2017 when it was not willing to support the HEFCE bid.

The ORIC for the STPA gained approval from the School’s Board of Studies, but needed
wider STEM faculty approval for resource support. Even though the Faculty had provided
the initial resources to support development of the STPA Standard, it was reluctant to
support the next stage of investment. There were two key reasons for this position.
Firstly, STEM was under significant financial constraints with a mixture of competing
needs (particularly in supporting a new Bachelors of Design programme that would,
along with other undergraduate programes, attract more registrations). And secondly, it
had had a less than satisfactory experience of resourcing UG apprenticeship
programme in Cybersecurity.

Members of the ASTiP group engaged in protracted discussions with the Executive Dean
and Associate Dean (Curriculum) amongst others both inside and outside the Deanery.
They also gained support from the University Secretary who was keen to have the
apprenticeship available internally for People Services personnel. These discussions
led to a revised submission to Scrutiny Group (SG) and a newly established STEM
Management Committee. With significant influence from the University Secretary and



continued support from the School’s Board of Studies, the submission was finally
approved at Faculty and University Teaching Committee levels in April 2021. The
decision to develop modules was again delayed by another six months to ensure
compliance with Ofsted regulations (all apprenticeships are subject to Ofsted
inspections)

Demonstrating the size of market in a new area of curriculum differs between a Level 7
apprenticeship and a conventional PG curriculum - the market for an apprenticeship is
not the same as itis for Masters (colleague D). Apprenticeships needs large scale
employers to make economies of scale work (colleague E). Similar problems arose with
TBG convincing the IfATE of there being a market (Colleague F and Colleague F). In
contrast with the OU, the TBG had space and relative autonomy based on trust between
the various stakeholders including academics, professional bodies, and employer
representatives. The group members navigated the regulatory framework provided by
the IfATE with relative ease.

For the OU, anxieties were expressed at Faculty Executive levels regarding the extra
costs of tutor support. Apprenticeship Practice tutors (PTs) have a higher full-time
equivalent (FTE) compared with Associate lecturer (ALs). However, apprentices
supported by the Government levy typically bring in twice the income compared with
non-apprentice students. The unfulfillment of ‘target’ registrations particularly with the
2" cohort of apprentices in 2024 was a significant reason for withdrawing the
programme after 2024.

(sources of knowledge) STPA provision: uncertainties and complexities

For TBG to set up a standard, the STiP alumni community was vital (colleague E). There
was importance amongst TBG members in being able to straddle department
boundaries and appreciate different perspectives (colleague F).

Reflecting the findings of WS-1, this account highlights how OU institutional structures
are not always enabling of its academic staff enacting curriculum praxis:

“And | don’t think the bureaucracy means to put up barriers... But its just a case of
everyone trying hard to do their bit and, with everyone trying so hard to do their bit, all
those bits get in the way, you know [laughs][...]



“[However,] what does work well is that the people on the coalface are willing to take
responsibility for those relationships and make sure that things get pushed through and
through them keeping communications going and building relationships, that’s how
things get done” (colleague F)

Role of a professional body and potential providers

The STPA was approved at Level 7 (postgraduate), though with a non-mandated degree
programme. This enables any agency to be a provider against the Standard - subject to
convincing the external End Point Assessment Organisation (EPA-O) —approved and
appointed by IfATE - of being able to provide against the agreed set of KSBs. The
uncertainties associated with trailblazer group deliberations centred on two concerns:
(i) securing at least one agency to act as an EPA-O - given that the new Standard has no
externally recognised professional agencies associated with the professionalrole of a
systems thinking practitioner; and (ii) securing sufficient providers that can deliver the
support for apprentices. So whilst the external demand for STP apprenticeships was not
in question, the supply of provision remained uncertain. By 2022, both of these
concerns had been successfully addressed. Systems Practitioner Assessment (SPA) Ltd
—was set up as an EPAO under auspices of, though independent from, SCiO (Systems
and Complexity in Organisations). AdvanceHE - an established EPAO for several other
apprenticeship programmes - recruited a number of systems thinking practitioner
consultants to develop capacity for assessing STPA and began work from 2020. SPA Ltd
whilst gaining recognition and formal approval from OFQUAL, became the OU designate
EPAO.

Meanwhile, at least six institutions including the OU, developed curriculum to support
the apprenticeship as providers. Given the non-mandated degree status of the final
apprenticeship standard, a number of other non-University institutions were able to set
themselves up as providers. As providers, Universities were able to provide an internally
assessed degree qualification (PG Diploma or Masters) in addition to the externally
assessed Apprenticeship

Role of alumni

Even though STiP alumni articulated the need for external validation, they also reported
that contemporary workplaces rarely offer access to a community of systems thinking
practitioners which play a key role in work-based learning (eSTEeM project 1: Reynolds
et al., 2016). A key challenge in STPA provision was to support such learning for



individual apprentices whilst nurturing both a sense of value amongst employers and
STP professional identity.

The influence of the trailblazer group on curriculum development at the University is
significant. In developing a new module specification (REPO3 using OU terminology) it
is customary to make a start with drafting a set of learning outcomes (LOs) - learning
experiences anticipated from the learner - in order to then flush out an appropriate
pedagogy. Traditionally LOs are pre-structured typically to some variant framing of four
categories: knowledge and understanding, cognitive skills — reasoning abilities;
practical/professional skills (related to the world of work); and key skills
(communication, teamworking etc.). Later, these are then iterated more and flushed out
in developing a teaching and learning strategy (REP11 using OU terminology). The
STiP2020 modules followed this pattern of curriculum development practice. However,
the process was also informed by the parallel practice of developing the new STPA
qualification. As with all apprenticeships approved by IfATE, the STPA Standard requires
establishing a benchmark set of knowledge, skills and behaviours (KSBs) that an
apprentice needs to achieve for qualification. An End Point Assessment (EPA) strategy —
akin to the OU teaching and learning strategy (REP11) —was then designed building on
the KSBs. Although KSBs and EPA are principally established by employers with
guidance from professional bodies (for STPA, members of SCiO - Systems and
Complexity in Organisations - provided the professional input), some partial
involvement of HEI practitioners enabled some advisory feed to, and prior notice of,
both KSBs and EPA, amongst some HEls.

This proved useful in ascertaining the further curriculum needs for STiP 2020 if OU was
to become one of the providers for STPA. Meanwhile, the process of developing LOs
through more meaningful conversation amongst HEI providers, employers and
professional bodies — as advocated by Lane (2017) — has proved useful for enabling a
more capabilities-informed approach in the HEl educationalists workplace.

Role of employers

Employers have a pivotal role in a curriculum that incorporates work-based learning
within the structure of apprenticeships. Whilst employers work together in trailblazer
groups to define the standards that must be achieved by apprentices, the employer of
the apprentice also needs to take a stronger role by providing a learning environment,
ensuring an appropriate range of experiences, and, providing opportunities for the
apprentice to utilise the knowledge and skills gained through academic study.



Furthermore, it can be the employer, rather than the apprentice, who is perceived as the
“customer” of the university. Given the novelty of the occupation of Systems Thinking
Practitioner, there may be a problem for employers in fulfilling the role of the mentor
which may impact on the nature of the work of university-employed practice tutors
(PTs).

A series of tripartite meetings involving the apprentice, employer/ ‘mentor’, and PT is
scheduled (minimum of three per year) as part of the apprenticeship curriculum to try
and manage that complexity.

Two other sources of complexity exist. One involves the balance between academic
and workplace learning, and the interface system to meet the requirements set by the
IfATE. For example, STPA Standard from IfATE includes requirements for 20% off-the-job
training.® Where this equates to one day a working week of 8 hours, a tension may exist
in OU requirements of approximately 10-12 hours/ week for accredited part-time
postgraduate study. Fortunately the existing STiP curriculum is designed to build in
work-based, experiential learning.

The final source of complexity involves potential tension between assessment
demands. This is particularly valid for non-integrated degree apprenticeships like STPA
where there is no mandated degree associated with the Apprenticeship qualification.®
Where assessment for the Apprenticeship is undertaken by an external body - the EPA-
O - (often not an HEI) there may be differences in assessment measures. For example,
the off-the-job measures serving principally a postgraduate diploma may be more
academically rigorous than the more experiential EPA measures serving the
Apprenticeship.

sSee http://www.open.ac.uk/business/apprenticeships/how-manage-20-job for
information on what constitutes off-the-job training.

®In 2021 IfATE began removing mandatory degrees from some Apprenticeship Standards.
For example the long-standing Senior Leadership Masters Apprenticeship no longer has
an integrated Masters degree. As with STPA the degree being provided from 2022 for SLA
is a non-integrated PG Diploma.


http://www.open.ac.uk/business/apprenticeships/how-manage-20-job

(sources of legitimacy) STPA game changing: novelties and concerns

It is noteworthy that there were some stakeholders (including MR and HW) who were
sceptical of the ambition to formalise an apprenticeship around a systems thinking
practitioner. Doing so risks professionalising practitioners in a way that
compartmentalises systems thinking in practice capability rather than embedding the
capability into a variety of other professions and roles. Similar concerns were expressed
in the earlier project regarding the professionalisation of STiP (eSTEeM project 2:
Reynolds, Shah, and van Ameijde., 2018). In 2022 concerns were expressed by a
network of providers regarding the dominance of the one professional body - SCiO - in
formulating the KSBs — specifically, reference to the SCiO competency frameworkin
relation to K2.1 (Pers. comm. involving MR and Maya Vachkova, Programme Lead STPA,
Exeter University, and Lead representative of an initial network of STPA providers,
August 2022).

The innovative features of an apprenticeship programme rests on a shift of curriculum
praxis from one where control in design and practice in delivery no longer rests entirely
with HEls in relationship with individual students but involves employers and
professional bodies as well. With the OU, an overriding tension may exist between two
cultures; an OU culture of promoting and enabling lifelong learning determined in
partnership between the OU and OU students, and a more externalised culture
informing employability based on professional demands. The capabilities approach to
curriculum praxis may provide a source of addressing this tension. Drawing on Geay
(1998, op.cit. section 4.2.3), three features of a new ‘interface system’ of curriculum
provision can be identified (institutional, personal, and pedagogical), each with sources
of potential tension. The following section highlights these three sources of potential
tension:

Institutional tensions

The OU has long been a pioneer in promoting lifelong learning through curriculum
provision that addresses social justice (enabling access to previously academically
marginalised groups) and workplace capabilities (enabling part-time study to at best
complement, or at least not interfere with, workplace practices). As with other HEI
providers, the OU faces the challenge of building employer relationships (colleague F).
‘Red brick’ universities tend to establish close relationships with large, local employers
(colleague E) and this lack of a local connection is perceived as a particular challenge
for the OU. In the case of STPA, it has been smaller sets of relationships between
academics and employers (many of whom are, or have been introduced by, STiP alumni)
that has helped to overcome this lack of localism.



Personal tensions

For individual apprentices, there is a challenge of integrating the ‘worlds’ of workplace,
academic work and being part of a (professional) community of systems thinking
practitioners (STPs), and nurturing a new identity. For STiP at OU this is referred to as a
signature praxis. One feature of any STP signature praxis is the variation in range of
professional practices to which any one STP might support. The absence of any
formalised occupational role as a STP in most workplaces along with the
transdisciplinary nature of STiP support suggests potential migratory behaviour from
one source of employment to another. Many STPs act as lone consultants with little
allegiance to any one particular employer. There is then a tension between developing
individual capability (and choosing employment opportunities) and serving an employer
sponsor for an apprenticeship.

Pedagogic tensions

There is a challenge of mediating experiences of workplace-learning and academic-
learning in nurturing an emergent STP identity — a central design task addressed by
workplace activities in STiP core modules at the OU (Making strategy with STiP - TB871,
and Managing change with STiP - TB872, along with Co-designing interventions with
STiP -TB873), supplemented with a newly developed Portfolio module Evidencing STiP
(TBXY874) designed for STPA. In developing pedagogy for developing STiP capability the
role of those crafting the curriculum design and those enacting/ supporting curriculum
delivery — particularly Practice tutors (associated with the core ePortfolio module) and
ALs (tutors associated with the sister modules) - is critical. They provide the mediating
role for conversing between different Worldviews (values and assumptions) aligned with
employers and apprentices.

Itis perhaps also important that the stronger relationship between university and
employer does not impoverish the opportunities that students/apprentices have in
designing and enacting their own lifelong learning system; in short, enabling
development of student capability.

Significance beyond the STPA development work

The apprenticeship model offers potential for influencing non-apprenticeship
pathways. STiP team academics are looking at how to customise the flagship TBXY874
(portfolio) module — Evidencing STiP - to a non-apprenticeship variant of the newly



established apprenticeship PG Diploma degree pathway - STiP [Professional]. For
example, drawing on ideas of the ‘Practice tutor’ role with TBXY874, work in 2022 was
initiated to explore the role of a STiP qualification pathway tutor. Potential cross-
discipline collaboration exist with colleagues’ work on the newly introduced Bachelor of
Design (BDeS) programme with its signature ‘vertical space’ for supporting student
support continuity between modules on the qualification over the three years.

Whilst these findings are situated with respect to a particular curriculum development,
what might be the wider relevance? Questions arise regarding the role of Universities
with apprenticeships in the wider sphere of supporting lifelong learning capabilities in
ever fast-changing employment circumstances. The role and functioning of
apprenticeships will need to be more adaptable to a changing logic of what ‘work’
means in relation to ‘lifelong learning’ capabilities in our post-industrial economies. Are
they simply providing an alternative short-term fix for employability gaps in an existing
market, driven by current industrial demands (an alternative to professional ‘training’
programmes in developing competencies)? Or might University-led apprenticeships be
able to foster new capabilities (a) amongst students equipping them with aptitudes for
developing alternative pathways to ‘employment’, but also (b) amongst HEI providers in
reconfiguring workplace practices in our own endeavours with curriculum
development?

Whilst the success of apprenticeships at OU and in HE sector more generally remains in
question, the OU may benefit from experiences with its apprenticeship endeavours -
and the underpinning shift from developing competencies to developing capabilities.
Potential influences may come in terms of changing the game of curriculum praxis
amongst colleagues in the education sector more generally (including non-
apprenticeship programmes) as well as offering a fresh game to experience, with
adapted rules of the game, for conventional non-apprenticeship students.

3 (WS-3): Case story of STiP-2020 development work

Context

As a distance learning provider, the Open University has developed a module
production process which invests in developing a range of online and printed resources



which are used by students as they self-manage their study — a unique model of open-
supported learning.’

The PG STiP qualification introduced in 2010 included two highly successful core STiP
modules (TU811 and TU812). These modules were granted a 2-year extension on the
usual 8-year module lifespan. STiP 2020 was initiated to develop their replacements
(TB871 Making Strategy with STiP, and TB872 Managing Change with STiP?) following OU
module production schedules. MR was the Production Chair for both modules, and
Lead author for TB871. Rl acted as supporting co-Production Chair and Lead author for
TB872.° RS authored material for TB871. The work was closely informed by the ongoing
STPA development work.

The ‘Module specifications’ were approved by School Board of Studies (BoS), Faculty
Executive, and University Teaching Committee in late 2018. Faculty approval for
extending existing modules was secured at the same time. Production work began for
TB871 in 2018 (1st presentation May 2020) and TB872 in 2019 (1st presentation
November 2020). Module Team Production meetings were held monthly, and jointly in
order to maintain as far as possible synchronous, coordinated development.

As Qualification Lead, MR was able to represent both modules during production at
regular monthly Executive BoS meetings, quarterly Taught Postgraduate (TPG) group
meetings, and annual TPG workshops. All 3 ASTiP academics (MR, RI, and RS) could
also attend regular monthly E&l School meetings and workshops.

” A module production team comprises academic staff who author the materials and a
range of non-academic staff (e.g. learning designers, media support) who advise and
support the process. Once produced, a module usually has an 8 year lifespan before it is
replaced or retired. During its lifespan, a typical OU module will be presented to thousands
of students supported by Associate Lecturers both individually (email, telephone,
assignment feedback) and in groups (tutorials and forum discussions).

& New ‘TB’ coding reflects external HECoS codes relevant for modules in business sector —
100810 (strategic management)-33% and 100743 (systems thinking)-75%, and possible
alignment with Faculty of Business and Law (FBL).

® Magnus Ramage provided co-authorship with Ray on TB872, following the initial work of
Christine Blackmore on predecessor module, TU8I2.



Fig. 7 provides a generalised timeline of various stages of WS-3. A more detailed
exposition of actual events in the timeline can be found in Appendix D of the core

Report.
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Fig. 7: Key dates in the STiP-2020 development work

(sources of motivation) STiP-2020 needs: drivers and measures of change

The prime objective of WS-3 was to progress support for STiP capabilities amongst
students in their workplace as part of the revised STiP 2020 curriculum design, on the
back of prior scholarship work (eSTEeM STiP projects 1 and 2) and forthcoming
likelihood of OU being a provider for the level 7 Systems Thinking Practitioner Standard.
A secondary objective was to monitor workplace capabilities at the OU workplace
as part of developing STiP 2020 curriculum praxis.

Espoused concerns for developing capabilities

STiP core modules from 2010 were clearly successful with respect to a curriculum
designed for integrating academic study with situational practice (e.g. workplace);
learning from the application of STiP ideas to students’ own area of (usually
professional) practice and localised situations of concern. The pedagogy was built
around this experiential element —and consequent sharing of experiences in the safe
space of module forums moderated by Associate Lecturers (tutors). The praxis is a point



of departure from conventional higher education practice of presenting external case
studies as exemplars of practicing STiP ideas (cf. Blackmore et al., 2015). As noted by
one interviewee “early on in STiP 2020 the framing was that this is a refresh, not a
complete redesign. This impacted on way STiP team members thought about the work”
(RS). The refresh was driven by a heightened concern over developing STiP capabilities.

However, itis particularly notable that when interviewed (by HW) in the midst of TB871
production, MR, Rl and RS did not refer to this driver when talking about their curriculum
design work. When HW asked MR about this, the measure of change seemed less
ambitious:

“I think the only thing we can do is to nurture an awareness of something beyond the
OU, which is around capabilities development if you like and to give them [students] a
taster of some of the things they can expect post higher education study”. (MR)

Furthermore, whilst the concern for developing capabilities drove the academic
members of the TB871 and TB872 production teams, it was not widely discussed with,
and understood by, non-academic support staff involved in module production:

Interviewer: “so this eSTEeM work and also the two eSTEeM projects that have come
before it have always been quite interested in if you like the work based capabilities of
the students to use systems thinking in their workplaces, is that something that you
recall being a driving force thinking what does this mean for the person transferring this
to the workplace? Is this something that comes out in the production much or not?”

Colleague C: “Not really, no,"

Like colleague C, colleague B had no awareness of the interest in capability
development. When HW mentioned it in interview, they equated it to the university-wide
work on employability.

Actual concerns revising curriculum

Aside from espoused concerns from eSTEeM research team for improving the way the
modules develop STiP capability, other drivers were uppermost in the explanations of
those interviewed.



The modules had already been granted an additional 2 years of life so the main reason
for the work was simply that it was time to do it (MR). In doing so, it was perceived that
the modules would be improved with respect to meeting current university practice
including:

e putting more material online/reducing printed material, partly to reduce the cost
of presentation (colleague C)

e making the materials interesting to ensure higher student retention and
satisfaction (colleague E)

e building on possibilities and opportunities of online VLE to introduce more
animations and short videos (colleague C)

e re-consider assessment strategy in line with the OU work to lighten the load of
assessment (MR)

e considering whether there needed to be more coherence of style and language
between the two sister modules (MR/colleague C) and between the two streams
within TB871 (MR/RS)

e bringin new examples, including ensuring there is more cultural and contextual
variety (RS)

The focus therefore was more on the style of delivery, rather than substantive changes
of content or learning achieved.

From an E&I School perspective, there was also a drive for ensuring with conscious
effort that PG modules all complement each other as electives for different
qualifications (colleague D). In a retrospective comment, one interviewee stated
another element of success might be wellbeing of staff involved in production —that s,
an issue of workload management (colleague E).

(sources of control) STiP-2020 decision making: autonomy and
accountability
Whilst E&l school is highly committed to the STiP curriculum, it does not have the

staffing resources it needs (colleague E). This means that the ASTiP group members
involved in production were time poor (colleague B). Focusing on module production



can distract from research work (colleague B), from the more organisational
requirements of the Staff Tutor role and the space to reflect and learn (RS).

Resources of staffing and time

The lack of time impacts on the wellbeing of those involved (colleague E) as this quote
illustrates:

“so my overall experience at the moment is frustration | suppose that | can’t, | don’t
seem to be having the time, time management is a big issue with me” (MR)

In an effort to overcome this, resources were made available to expand the number of
people involved in module development (colleague E) through contracts with external
consultants and Associate Lecturers. Whilst this did have the benefit of more time, it
also introduced additional complexities in terms of accountability and the time needed
to manage and coordinate all those involved (RS). Furthermore, the budget for some
curriculum innovations are held centrally so require navigating a (time consuming) bid
process prior to even starting the work.

With a small number of academic colleagues involved in module production, the need
to meet deadlines and fit with production deadlines squeezed out the type of
conversations that enable curriculum praxis:

“l harp back to better days when we had the time and affordability, we had those
meetings engaging quite purposefully with the hard core pedagogy material that we
would be drafting. What tends to be creeping in with more recent production meetings is
this sort of sense of having to conform with deadlines, with administrative guidance
around the use of audio visual.” (MR)

Decision making around OU curriculum development invites a complexity of financing
(colleague C); there are “many stages, many involved in decision making, individuals,
different committees. Outsiders don’t understand that” (colleague F). There are always
difficulties when wanting to do ‘extras’ in managing relationships with, say, innovative
use of AV/animations etc...(colleague C)

Resources of tutor support



The emergent developing role of the STiP Associate Lecturer (AL or Tutor) was critical to
the success of STiP since 2010. The practice-based learning pedagogy underpinning
core STiP modules required a particular type of support for students working with OU
material in their own areas of practice. The support required provision of a secure safe-
space outside of the students’ workplace for students to practice and reflect on using
STiP ideas. Unlike the contractual arrangements between employers and HEls
delivering apprenticeships, the University could not guarantee support from students’
workplace colleagues with non-apprenticeship programmes. The STiP ALs acquired
particular expertise and skill-sets for supporting, enabling, and developing STiP
capabilities amongst their students through work on individual and group tutorials,
moderating online discussions on module forums, and critically providing invaluable
discursive feedback on assessments. In developing STiP 2020 a case was made by the
STiP team for revising the STiP AL salary banding giving recognition to peculiar STiP
aptitudes in supporting STiP capabilities.

The case was not supported by Faculty for concern that ALs from other PG subject
areas might feel disadvantaged and envious (Pers. Comms. AD (Tutor support) April,
2020)."° ALs’ time and resourcefulness was seen as a key factor in developing STiP
capabilities amongst students. Discursive activities are particularly effective in
supporting performance of STiP based on methodological metaphors of ‘conversation’
and ‘bricolage’ (Reynolds and Shah, 2020). Feedback on TMAs along with contributions
to module discussion forums and orchestration of tutorial sessions provide an
invaluable resource in supporting capabilities, as evidenced in subsequent feedback
from SEeM (Student Engagement and Experience Monitoring) data, and External
Examiner reports on both core modules.” There was arguably an issue amongst some
senior colleagues within Faculty Executive in recognising aptitudes of tutors in
supporting and developing ‘capabilities’ beyond conventional support of subject-
specific ‘competencies’ (measured by levels of relevant subject literacy).

A modest upgrade of salary band was finally approved based on the success of
registrations on both STiP modules and the largely favourable feedback from SEeM
data. This provided a source of goodwill for asking tutors to provide student feedback

'© The assumption was also made that ALs would then migrate over to STiP from other
disciplinary areas, assuming that the skill sets associated with ALs were transferable
between disciplinary areas; i.e. not recognising or appreciating the peculiar skill-set of
STiP tutoring.

'SEeM data is retrieved after each presentation of a module, not only on key performance
measures but opportunities for students to contribute with open comments - (capturing
‘student experiences’)



on end-of-module assessments (EMAs) for both core modules. Such feedback
recognised the elements of continued development of student capabilities beyond
simply academic progression.

AL resource issues came to increasing prominence with new general AL contractual
arrangements gradually coming into play from 2022. Itis beyond the scope of this
research inquiry to monitor the effects of these changes, though two consequent
features are worth noting in relation to how curriculum praxis is being played out with
respect to supporting capabilities of ALs with colleagues as educators. Whilst the
contracting provides greater security of tenure for ALs, arrangements also invite more
systematic (granular) attention by ALs to time-management concerns, with potential
undermining and loss of, prior elements of ‘goodwill’ — valued as a key immeasurable -
though sometimes over-exploited — tutor resource. Secondly, Staff tutors —as line
managers for ALs — are increasingly required to undertake more systematic regulatory
tasks with ALs (in relation to granular time-sheet data) which can possibly undermine
some of the more collaborative tasks involving AL participation in curriculum
development in addition to curriculum presentation.

(sources of knowledge) STiP-2020 provision: uncertainties and
complexities

Curriculum production typically invites multiple actors. The relationship with external
assessor and critical reviewers from different practices can be experienced as both
more and less helpful (RS). Learning Design Services (LDS) support brings valuable
ideas from what has happened on other modules, and these can spark other ideas
within the module team (colleague C).

There are different levels of rigour (assurances) in dealing with uncertainties of
curriculum development. Typically, guarantors of rigour are associated with ‘reliability’
(based on repeat-ability). Other co-guarantors of ‘resonance’ (alliance with other
subject literacies) and ‘relevance’ (alliance with wider societal and ecological issues)
might also come into play. All three co-guarantors are significant in supporting
development of capabilities, and particularly important with supporting systems
thinking in practice — an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary endeavour (cf. Reynolds,
2015)

Assurances of reliability




LDS supports teams in terms of high level module design - workload mapping,
categorising activities to see if students involved in different types of thinking, advice on
best types of tool to use/parts of the VLE available, mapping student journey, and
building in opportunities for real time student feedback (colleague B). The Curriculum
Manager is assigned to project manage the academic input, and within LDS, different
project managers are assigned to organise media development/ editing etc. The CM
negotiates between various factions if one or other are not going to meet deadlines
(colleague C)

Within a module team, academic members of staff bring knowledge of the content of
the curriculum and discipline-specific pedagogy, whilst academic-related staff bring
more generalised knowledge of student needs, learning design and the potential of the
VLE technology. There were a number of complexities that arose when bringing together
these two forms of knowledge.

Non-academic staff have knowledge of student needs that is drawn from non-discipline
specific, general research and focus group work with OU students. This had led to the
development of guidelines and perceived good practice with respect to what makes
interesting and engaging learning. Some tensions arising from different viewpoints
arose. For example, watching videos remained assimilative rather than interactive in
the way workload mapping uses term (colleague B). There were different perspectives
on what PG students need and whether same as UG students or not... with an
expectation that PGs will do more reading - stepping towards research (colleague B)

Assurances of resonance and relevance

In the case of STiP 2020, the academic staff drew their understanding of student needs
from their own interaction with STiP students both during study (e.g. on the module
forum) and afterwards (e.g. on prior eSTEeM funded research). Furthermore, the subject
matter of STiP includes particular theories of learning and change that need not be
learned by students but experienced by them during the course of their studies.

This led to a number of creative (?) tensions during the production process. As an
example, the guidance on designing for student retention (van Ameijde et al, 2016)
includes recommendations to include an indication of the time commitment required
for each section and activity (p. 21). Whilst very helpful for many subject areas,
particularly at UG level, there was less relevance for STiP. Drawing on prior experience
of STiP study and the range of capacities amongst STiP students at various different



levels of confidence, and different student backgrounds and circumstances, module
teams did not wish to over-prescribe study planner. Coupled with the capability ideal of
promoting student autonomy at PG level, TB871 team designed provision of optional
routes for students to follow, depending on their circumstances. Further future student
capabilities were enhanced by inclusion of further AL feedback on EMAs enabling
students to reflect more on the relevance of their project work to their particular future
areas of practice.

Another core design feature of STiP 2020 was the inclusion of ALs in the drafting
process. For the first time in module production, the TB871 module team elicited
involvement of all ALs (ten at the time). This support ranged from critical reading of new
material to support in drafting storyboards for animated tutorials, providing feedback
and delivering voice-overs for the tutorials. Such involvement enhanced the confidence
and capability of our cohort of ALs in working collegiately together with students —
supporting assurances of resonance and relevance. One colleague broughtinto the
production process reflected on the duality of praxis experienced; the sense of
“learning.. production at same time as doing it. A new experience” (RS)

(sources of legitimacy) STiP-2020 game changing: novelties and concerns

Whereas the original STiP 2010 was premised on developing a market for systems
thinking in practice with particular attention towards promoting a systems thinking
literacy, STiP 2020 (with impetus from outcomes of eSTEeM projects 1 and 2) was
premised more towards encouraging STiP capabilities amongst developing systems
thinking practitioners. The rationale here encountered resistance from two sources
contributing to an alternative dominant narrative on curriculum development — a focus
on employability needs as prescribed by ‘the market’ (rather than constructed by
individuals in co-constructing markets), and a focus on academic postgraduate
success as measured by metrics of Masters level retention and progression (rather than
modular satisfaction levels expressed by individuals with more interest in continual
professional development)

Employability demands of existing market

The production of new modules was an opportunity to address students’ concern
regarding difficulties in applying STiP ideas at the workplace. Therefore, the academics
involved in production embraced an enhanced explicit goal of developing STiP
capabilities. This motivation was further informed by the anticipated need for the new
modules to be suitable for the STP Apprenticeship as well as the existing PG
qualifications (colleague E).*



As noted earlier, the drive towards supporting developing STiP capabilities was not
universally or explicitly shared by the wider module team; with a misguided equating of
capability development to the university-wide work on employability (colleague B). The
distinction between a pedagogy for ‘employability’ and pedagogy for ‘capability’
represents a difference that makes a difference to changing the game of curriculum
praxis.

Employability invites attention towards having a curriculum that fits with pre-existing
jobs or roles in ‘the market’, rather than looking towards reframing of jobs and roles in
creating a different market. Being ‘capable’ may often invite challenges to the status
quo and equip students with the power to reshape job roles and responsibilities rather
than simply fitting with existing frameworks. Whereas ‘employability’ fits with an
existing game of Market supply (satisfying the market), ‘capability’ continually enables
the creation of a Demand pull (changing the market).

Conventional academic measures of success

Another related potential source of retaining the status quo in curriculum praxis is the
shift towards mainstream HE practice in having a curriculum structured around
Qualification pathways. Many STiP students typically undertake core STiP modules for
purposes of continual professional development (CPD) rather than seeking to add a
further PG qualification to their portfolio. From data on qualification progression, it
would appear that STiP students value more the experience of learning from practice in
developing capability rather than learning for credit (merit) in developing competency.
STiP 2020 team authors were encouraged towards “writing with possibility of
apprenticeship in mind - having to future proof the modules but at same time make
them work as modules for the quals” (colleague E)*

*With subsequent feedback and experiences from STPA apprentices and Practice tutors
associated with STPA, there were concerns expressed about the workplace activities
associated with the core STiP modules TB871 and TB872. Concerns were mainly
directed towards the lack of explicit reference to the 54 knowledge/skills/behaviours
(KSBs) associated with the STPA Standard in design of the activities. Concerns were
also expressed about the workload commitments, given that the two core modules
dealt with learning outcomes (LOs) associated with the STiP Diploma [Professional] -
above and beyond the KSBs associated with the STPA.



Significance beyond the STiP-2020 development work

The capabilities approach towards curriculum praxis resonates with the OU tradition of
lifelong learning through an historically deeply embedded praxis of open-supported
pedagogy. The postgraduate STiP curriculum exemplifies this tradition by seeking ways
of developing workplace capabilities amongst our mostly mature-age cohort of
students in often senior positions of societal workforce. Support covers a range of
professional traditions from different sectors including environment, healthcare,
conflict resolution, software design, engineering, business, and education. The
workstream informed not only the pedagogy in support of student capabilties, but the
capabilities underpinning curriculum praxis amongst those of us in the education sector
generally, and more specifically at the OU.

Uniqueness of the OU in supporting lifelong learning marks out territory distinct from
mainstream Universities. The drive towards Qualification pathways signals a shift
towards consolidating OU conformity in the wider community of HEIs. Traditionally the
OU was regarded as spearheading radically innovative departures from the norms of
higher education provision and curriculum praxis in terms of democratic openness to all
potential abilities. Arguably, the OU appears now to judge itself on conventional criteria
of ‘meritocratic’ measures of HE ‘competence’; measures fixed by key performance
indicators determined by external agencies (e.g. HE Academy).*

Both core modules are subject to life cycle reviews (LCRs) in the autumn of 2025. LCRs
occur a few years before the official 8-year life cycle end of any OU module. Whilst the
two modules are due for final presentation in 2027, LCRs may allow for an extension of
presentation (anything from 2 to 5 years) usually accompanied with some resources for
minor amendments. LCRs may alternatively recommend a complete replacement or
simple withdrawal. As part of the LCRs, the STiP team may also have an opportunity for
exploring possibilities of reversioning existing apprenticeship modules TBXY873 (co-
designing interventions with STiP) and the portfolio module TBXY874 (evidencing STiP)
for non-apprenticeship presentation — thus widening the portfolio choice of STiP
modules for non-apprentice students.

*An extra impetus to LCRs of STiP modules can be sought from plans by UK Government
sponsorship of Lifelong Learning Entitlement (LLE) — an initiative that privileges modular
rather than program delivery. A Department of Education overview of LLE in April 2025
proposes availability of government loans for individual modules as stand-alone



courses (following original OU-inspired forms of delivery). The scheme will be launched
in 2026 with expected roll-out from January 2027.'2

4 Summary of findings

Findings reveal systematic patterns across workstreams. Enablers center on motivated
individuals committed to student learning, supportive relationships enabling

collaborative development, and leadership endorsement legitimizing innovation.
Barriers stem from over-standardization constraining contextual adaptation, resource
constraints limiting time for reflective iteration and discursive development, time
pressures and heavy workloads, limited AL involvement in design decisions, and
tensions between market imperatives and educational purposes.

The systems lens—examining sources of motivation, control, knowledge, and

legitimacy—illuminates how curriculum praxis operates within institutional constraints
affecting apprenticeship and mainstream postgraduate curricula. Key enablers and
barriers are singled out and summarised below for (i) students being served by each
curriculum (1t order ‘players’), and (ii) educators designing each curriculum (2" order

players).
Table 1 Summary of key findings from WS-2 and WS-3
(i) (1°* order) Students’ capabilities being served by curriculum (STPA and

STiP)
Enablers Barriers

WS-2 Employers’ role in co-producing Set of 54 KSBs has a risk of generating

STPA* the Standard providing some experience of tick-box of ‘competencies’; STPA
assurance of address to has set of compliance tasks for students which
workplace capabilities; regular might distract from learning; significant time
tripartite meetings providing constraints in working with portfolio module
potential conversation space for | and work-based modules at same time;
collaborative experiential restrictive time for apprentices to learn from
learning each other on learning platform

WS-3 Experience of earlier STiP Mostly, barriers around restrictive access to

STip modules ensured attention to students’ workplace (other than apprentice
features of capability students) with influencing conditions required
developmentincluding enhanced | for developing capabilities, e.g. ensuring safe-

2 UK Government, Dept of Education (2025) Policy Paper
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/lifelong-learning-entitiement-lle-

overview/lifelong-learning-entitlement-overview (accessed, July 2025)



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/lifelong-learning-entitlement-lle-overview/lifelong-learning-entitlement-overview
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/lifelong-learning-entitlement-lle-overview/lifelong-learning-entitlement-overview

forum (safe) spaces for students
to exchange experiences of
applying systems tools in their
own workplace/ areas of
practice; students’ access to
experienced tutors supporting
STiP capabilities.

fail practices of experimenting with systems
tools; more attention needed to ensure wider
active participation on forums for sharing
experiences and fostering community of
practice; tutor support restricted to short-term
6-month modular cycles

* |t was outside the remit and extended time frame of this project to confirm with OU
apprentices their own experiences of working with STPA. Reflections come from feedback to
Qualification Lead of STPA (MR) during first presentation (May 2023-2025)

(i) (2" order) Educators’ capabilities being served by curriculum (STPA and

STiP)*
Enablers Barriers

WS-2 Engagement with new ‘players’in | Strict compliance issues needingto be

STPA design of apprenticeship adhered to, and determined outside of the
curriculum (employers and University, including IfATE Standard of fixed
professionals) with openness to knowledge, skills and behaviours, end-point-
push boundaries of existing assessment for STPA, and Ofsted regulations
curriculum development on teaching apprenticeships; built-in biases
practice; support of University against new forms of curriculum delivery,
professional services (e.g., Office | including Practice tutor support
of University Secretary, and
Business Development Unit) in
exploring new possibilities with
pedagogic delivery

WS-3 Goodwill from colleagues Performance indicators biased towards

STiP recognizing the success of prior ‘credentialism’ - Masters success (retention

STiP programme; experience and
trust amongst STiP team
members, including tutors, for
experimenting on new ideas

and progression); OU efficiency focus on
curriculum cuts generating a fractious
environment for enabling trust beyond
curriculum team members

* eSTEeM project itself enabled space for more reasoned exchanges amongst OU educators




Cross-cutting insights emphasize that capability-oriented curriculum requires
institutional commitment to learning-oriented governance valuing pedagogical
innovation alongside efficiency, adequate resource allocation for relational work
including AL engagement and practice tutor support, and tolerance for iterative
development cycles. Current HE contexts—characterized by financial constraints,
efficiency pressures prioritizing standardization and scalability, risk-averse decision-
making, and market-driven imperatives—present structural barriers to such
approaches. Financial models based on student number projections and module cost
recovery create difficulties for innovations requiring development time, smaller cohorts
during market building, and enhanced tutorial support.

The research contributes frameworks for analyzing curriculum praxis systemically,
detailed case stories demonstrating navigation of institutional constraints through
strategic action and collaborative relationships, and evidence of successful capability-
oriented innovations achieving pedagogical outcomes. It also documents the persistent
gap between pedagogical aspirations and institutional realities in contemporary HE,
where financial imperatives increasingly constrain educational experimentation.
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