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DON’T LOOK AT LEARNING
AS AN ADD ON
There is huge untapped potential in the workplace and Pauline
Wonders is determined to help unlock it, as Peter Jackson reports
Pauline Wonders is doing her dream job,
bringing together the worlds of academia
and business.
She heads up the University of Sunderland’s
Centre for Flexible Learning, a new centre
which works with all the university’s faculties
to co-ordinate the flexible learning being
offered to the corporate world.
And Pauline herself is familiar with that
corporate world, having worked as an
accountant for 20 years and latterly as
the deputy director of finance at
Newcastle’s RVI.
“I took a decision about 10 years ago that
life’s too short and when the Freeman and RVI
merged I took the opportunity to do
something different,’’ she says. “I’ve always
wanted to teach but I’ve also always had a
strong pull towards business, so now, having
one foot in the business world and one in the
academic world is the perfect fit for me.’’
The crux of her job is to work with business
and corporate clients to ensure that the
university addresses their needs and, in
doing so, strengthens the regional and
national economies.
She has a passionate belief that the university
can be instrumental in helping employers
realise the full potential of their employees.
“There are hundreds of thousands of people
in work who - for a multitude of reasons –
didn’t get a higher education when they left
school but who have a huge amount to offer,’’
she says.
“There are so many people in work who don’t
have that higher education qualification,
because they don’t think they are worthy or
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don’t think it’s for them, or missed their
opportunity, but the level of intelligence
and knowledge in people in the workplace
is absolutely astounding and we need to
capture that.
“In the Centre for Flexible Learning we are
about understanding what businesses need in
terms of the skills and knowledge of the
existing workforce and developing
programmes to help individuals get higher
education qualifications but also to provide a
return on investment to the employer.’’
Pauline concedes that much good work is
currently being done in terms of training, but
employers should try to move to a philosophy
of life-long learning, which makes their staff
more reflective, will give them the confidence
to work more creatively.
“If I could give businesses one piece of advice
from the heart, it would be: don’t look at
learning as an add-on. It’s not an add-on, it’s
absolutely integral to your business and it
shouldn’t be something you do as well as
training; it should be instead of training, and it
should never been seen as a nice little extra

because learning is crucial to development.’’
To ensure that businesses and staff get the
most out of higher education and flexible
learning, the university works closely with the
employer to allow the employer to drive the
assessment strategy.
“One thing I’m passionate about is that when
I’m first working with a business we have to
determine what their return on investment
needs to be and what will the students bring
back to the business?’’ says Pauline. “Is it
increased sales, reduced costs, improved
efficiency, improved productivity? That then
gives you an idea of how you need to go
about developing a programme.’’
The university offers a number of short
courses to businesses, which can be
accredited. It has, for example, been working
with South Tyneside Council for two years and
it has a short course on Leadership
Management embedded in the council’s
Leadership Academy.
The course is run every six months and
runs for one day a month and at the end
the students have earned 60 >>

One thing I’m passionate about is that
when I’m first working with a business
we have to determine what their return
on investment needs to be and what will
the students bring back to the business?

16

EDUCATION AND BUSINESS

JANUARY 09

EDUCATION AND BUSINESS

17

INTERVIEW

SPECIAL REPORT |JANUARY 09

INTERVIEW

JANUARY 09

undergraduate credits at Level 1.
It originated from a discussion with South
Tyneside Council on precisely what it wanted
its people to get from a personal development
programme and how exactly it wanted them
to have changed.
“There was a big element of them being able
to manage a project,’’ she explains. “Also
there was a big element of personal
transformation and development in
mindset and attitudes. We brought the whole
thing together and came up with an
assessment strategy.’’
The university has also introduced Master
Classes, which are short bursts of learning,
taking a half day or full day. It has provided a
series of these classes on marketing and
customer value for a local primary care trust.
“We ran it over one day to give some basic
models and some idea of what marketing is
and its techniques, we ran it as a facilitated
workshop. We hope we can generate an
appetite for something to follow from that,
maybe a short course.’’
Over the coming months, the Centre for
Flexible Learning plans to build up a full suite
of Master Classes for businesses, drawing on
the expertise of all the university’s faculties.
“The beauty of it is that it’s about us being
flexible,’’ she says. “It allows people to take
bite-size chunks of learning, so it’s more
manageable and becomes almost invisible. It
also allows people to study and learn at their
own pace, choosing a pathway that’s right for
them and right for the business.’’
However, for those individuals and businesses
wanting a longer term programme, the
University of Sunderland also offers bespoke
corporate and work-based degrees and
masters degrees. These are tailored specifically
for individual businesses, such as BT, for which
the university has been running a degree for
two years.
“They came to us because they needed some
high level knowledge and skills training in their
sales force but there was nothing in higher
education to develop those skills and only one
academic text book on sales,’’ says Pauline.
But the university worked with BT to develop a
foundation degree in Sales Account and
Relationship Management and between 80
and 100 students do the course every year. It is
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delivered by the university’s staff at
locations across the country and students also
have access to web-based materials and
tutors. Now the university is working with
BT to develop a BA top-up course and a
masters programme.
This is where Pauline really feels to be in
her element.
“That’s something I get a real buzz out off,
finding a skill area and working with the client
to understand their competencies and see
what they want their people to do, and then
build a programme around it so they take
ownership of it.’’
Similarly the university is launching a
foundation degree course for the Fire and
Rescue Service linked to their existing crew
management training programme. The
university has accredited that programme
and has built additional learning around it
to develop more strategic thinking and
personal skills.
The university also offers businesses a
consultancy service, such as where its Arts and
Design School recently helped a local company
design award winning packaging for its new
gluten free cake product.
It also offers Knowledge Transfer Partnerships
whereby a student, usually a graduate, will
work for a business on a specific project for
between six months and two years. Up to
60% of their salary will be funded by the
Government and the business also gets half a
day a week of an academic’s time to support
and guide the student.
But, with economic hard times probably
around the corner, will businesses invest to
take advantage of the university’s knowledge
and teaching skills? Pauline thinks so.
“I have not seen any impact of the credit
crunch yet, but that’s not to say there won’t
be, because training budgets are always the
first thing to be cut. But there is a powerful
argument that says if recruitment is going to
be frozen, the astute business leader will be
looking to develop and enhance the skills of
existing staff. Really astute business people
will look at how much his business spends
on training and will replace some of that
training with learning, which is more long
term and likely to generate more return
on investment.’’ n
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Gateway to
University Expertise
The University of
Sunderland has
officially launched
its new Business
Gateway at the City
Campus.
The Business Gateway provides
organisations with access to specialist
knowledge, people and facilities available
at the university to assist regional
employers to achieve their business goals.
Explaining the rationale behind setting
up the Business Gateway, business
development manager Vince Robson,
above, said: “The new Business Gateway
exemplifies the importance we continue to
place on our engagement with employers
and our communities.
“The university is a large institution,
and the Business Gateway provides an
accessible point of contact for those
outside of the university to discuss their
needs with trained professionals.”
To contact the Business Gateway
telephone 0191 515 3555 or email
businessgateway@sunderland.ac.uk
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