Review Paper*

Through and Beyond COVID-19, Promoting Whole Person, Lifelong and

Lifewide Learning

Doug Cole, PhD, and Brendan Coulson
Nottingham Trent University

Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic significantly affected what was
originally classed as ‘normal’ for everyone across the world
and will undoubtedly continue to impact on the everyday
lifestyle and well-being of the general-public for years to come
(Frampton, 2021). All the education sectors were affected, and
the polytechnic sector was no exception.

As the Government moves through and beyond Covid-19 with
an agenda firmly rooted in developing skills, it starts to raise
questions around widening participation, not just in terms of
entry criteria, but also in terms of institutional readiness to
support such diverse groups of learners using tailored whole
person pedagogical approaches (Kim et al., 2021; McCoy,
2021).

Furthermore, with the pandemic’s rapid acceleration of
automation and ways of working, should the focus just be

on skills? (McKinsey and Company, 2020; McKinsey Global
Institute, 2020; Shepheard, 2020; The World Economic Forum,
2021). Or should there be a parity of esteem with other aspects
and outcomes of whole person learning such as reflective
practice, professional identity, attitudes, and behaviours which
might be best nurtured and developed through both lifelong
and life wide learning? As the world moves to a position of
coexisting with Covid-19, could part of the solution to improving
learner satisfaction and employability be through more person-
centred programmes of study?

This review paper argues that the solution is one that is
achieved by increasing learner agency and creating a

tailored study programme that is focused on the knowledge,
experience, social and emotional needs of the learner. The
long-term success of these approaches that are discussed
within this paper are dependent on several factors outlined
within the paper, which will require further inquiry.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly affected what was

originally classed as ‘normal’ for everyone across the world and
will undoubtedly continue to impact the everyday lifestyle and
well-being of the general public for years to come (Frampton,
2021). All the education sectors were affected, and the
polytechnic sector was no exception.

The OECD (2020) reported that Vocational Education and Training

(VET) was particularly hard hit by the crisis. In some cases,
learners found themselves having to isolate away from home,
unable to fully embrace the educational experience, access
practical vocational activities, and benefit from face-to-face
interactions with their peers and tutors.

Despite the best efforts made by the sector, the pandemic
brought to the forefront the many inequities in society (Cowan,
2021; Kernohan, 2021; Wooldridge, 2021), including varying
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individualized support services, access to broadband and
technology, and extracurricular activities (Curnock Cook, 2021).

As the government moves through and beyond COVID-19 with

an agenda firmly rooted in developing skills, it starts to raise
questions around widening participation, not just in terms of entry
criteria, but also in terms of institutional readiness to support
such diverse groups of learners using tailored whole person
pedagogical approaches (Kim et al., 2021; McCoy, 2021).

Furthermore, with the pandemic’s rapid acceleration of
automation and ways of working, should the focus just be on
skills? (McKinsey and Company, 2020; McKinsey Global Institute,
2020; Shepheard, 2020; The World Economic Forum, 2021).

Or should there be parity of esteem with other aspects and
outcomes of whole person learning such as reflective practice,
professional identity, attitudes, and behaviours which might be
best nurtured and developed through both lifelong and

lifewide learning?

Whilst skills development may have been the dominant mantra
from the government and media since the 1960s with the

Leitch report and numerous subsequent policy documents that
followed, learners will need far more from education to future
proof their employability (Cole and Hallett, 2019; Halfon, 2021).
These added requirements might be better addressed through
an increased focus on learner agency and the co-creation of
the programme offering. As the world moves to a position of
coexisting with COVID-19, could part of the solution to improving
learner satisfaction and employability be through more person-
centred programmes of study? Nottingham Trent University

has developed a new, research-informed and practice-based
taxonomy, namely ‘Employability Redefined’ (https://vimeo.
com/632134802). This taxonomy encapsulates person-centred
study, individualized learning plans (ILP), and learning for
employability. This paper critically highlights the combination of
areas of learning that are fundamental to developing a sector-
leading, strategic, flexible, and integrated pedagogical approach
for the future.

Personalized Learning & Individualized
Learning Plans

The experience of COVID-19 has ignited the debate about the
value of courses, as highlighted in the OECD (2020) Impact of
COVID-19 on Education report. This report raised questions
about the value offered by education during the pandemic. The
HEPI (2021) student academic experience survey also suggests
that just over one in four learners (27%) felt that they received
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good or very good value from their higher education course during
the pandemic.

Perhaps, this is purely because of the restrictions that were in
place and the move to online learning, or could the pandemic
have amplified learners’ concerns that were already known
(Brabner, Hillman, 2021) before the lockdown measures were put
into place?

Either way, as the education sector moves and adapts to a world
with COVID-19, there is an opportunity to use the lessons learnt
from this ‘less than normal’ experience. Certainly, the use of
digital methods of learning has significantly advanced within the
educational landscape (Curnock Cook, 2021; Morgan, 2021), and
indeed awareness of how a learner’s socio-economic background
can influence their engagement with education is now better
understood than ever before (Whitford, Threadgold, 2021; Jones,
2021; Boffey, 2021).

Recognizing that the learners’ individual circumstances and
learning requirements are vast (Galbraith, 2021; Millward, 2021),
the challenge to the educational sector is developing courses
that are more tailored around the learners. Research by the

care provider Bright Horizons (2020) showed that individuals,
especially those with caring responsibilities, benefitted from
having a culture of flexibility that fitted around their personal
circumstances that were created during the lockdown restrictions.

Considerations of the learners’ individual circumstances were
also highlighted in the Government’s Skills for Jobs (2021) white
paper, which stated the need to increase access to courses in a
more flexible way to fit study around work, family, and personal
commitments of learners.

The Education Select Committee (2021) went further in response
to the Skills for Jobs white paper by suggesting that the very
nature of flexibility means we are moving even further away from
a ‘one size fits all’ approach, with more emphasis now on meeting
the needs of a diverse group of learners, to promote engagement
in learning, build confidence and/or enhance well-being. The
OECD (2018) The Future of Education and Skills Education 2030
report suggests that there should be a sharper focus on ‘learner
agency’, whereby curriculums should be designed around the
learners to increase motivation and to recognize the learners’
prior knowledge, learning needs, skills, attitudes, and values. The
report goes further by suggesting that learners should be offered
a diverse range of topic and project options and the opportunity
to suggest their own, with the support and guidance they need to
make well-informed choices.
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Prior to COVID-19, the education sector was already moving
towards more flexible and personalized approaches to learning
through student-centred pedagogical practice (Beetham and
Sharpe, 2013; Gravett, Yakovchuk, Kinchin, 2020). However, the
Skills for Jobs white paper and learner feedback suggest that
there is still more to do. Brennan (2021) discussed the need

for more flexible and personalized learning pathways and rightly
pointed out the need to make programmes more accessible, not
just in terms of access to courses but also in the course make-up.
At Nottingham Trent University, the authors have been exploring
how this could be achieved by the personalized co-creation of the
components that make up an individualized study programme.

The concept of an individualized study programme was

first introduced by Professor Wolf (2011), the main driver being to
offer 16-18 aged learners breadth and depth without limiting their
options for future study or work. Wolf also recommended

that learners should be able to gain genuine experience and
knowledge of the workplace to enhance their future employability.
A study programme consists of a substantial qualification,

English and Math, work experience, and non-qualification related
activities that collectively develop a learner’s character, attitude,
and confidence.

Within higher education, learners participate and engage in

a variety of highly valuable social and learning experiences.
However, in most cases, there is no clear alignment or knowledge
that is holistically discussed, and pedagogical links between
these experiences are missed. The lack of awareness of these
lifewide components of a learning journey means missed
opportunities to utilize this variety of experiences to better
capture a learner’s progress more holistically across all aspects
of the educational experience. The authors’ research suggests
that by making these aspects more explicit, tutors could then use
these experiences to encourage ‘real-time’ reflection (Tummons,
2019), which, in turn, could then act as a scaffold to support the
learner to further develop across the breadth of their learning
(Jackson, 2008).

Many FE learners have previously experienced the concept of an
individualized study programme. Therefore, to provide continuity
and a more personalized learning experience, HE providers

could now adopt this concept more widely by recognizing the
importance and value of lifewide learning by providing key points
for reflection and the subsequent review and assessment of the
emotional and social outcomes of learning, and future and short-
term targeted goal setting across all components of a learner’s
study programme.
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Acknowledging that individualized study programmes have
previously experienced some issues, e.g., an Ofsted (2014)
review evaluated how effectively FE and Skills providers had
implemented the concept of a study programme to supply
individualized programmes for all learners. The review found

that whilst a study programme was widely welcomed across the
sector, not all programmes that were reviewed supplied a truly
‘individualized’ study programme, ‘tailored’ to the learners’ future
career plans and their developmental needs.

Within the same review, it was also recognized that the use of
ILPs was good practice to show how the elements of a study
programme combine to equip learners with the knowledge and
skills that they need to make progress in their future.

Walshaw (2021) suggests that an ILP helps the learners and
their institutions understand what success looks like and how to
achieve it. More specifically, an ILP defines a learner’s academic,
personal, and employment goals, which are separated into
individual targets, and then reviewed on a regular basis between
the learner and their tutor.

Often the components of an individualized study programme

are not coherently viewed as a collective, and, in some cases,
learners are not encouraged to reflect on all components
outside of the substantial qualification, which results in missed
opportunities for the learners to reflect on and better understand
the value of the experience of one part of a programme to then
influence and link with (and make progress on) other elements of
the study programme.

Previously, the benefits of an ILP have not always been made
clear to the learners, which then results in a lack of engagement
when setting and reviewing targets. This also reduces
opportunities to recognize and reward interim achievements
(Tummons, 2019) and personal successes across the breadth of
the learners’ study programmes.

Due to the lockdowns during COVID-19, arguably, this has
provided the learners with more agency to direct their own
learning, engaging and better utilizing the experiences of self-
study needed during these periods. Providers have an opportunity
now to continue and build on this, encouraging further advances
in learner agency. However, this will require more investment and
continuous support to ultimately create an effective culture of
learner agency and whole person teaching (Whitford, Threadgold,
2021; Kim et al., 2021).

Through their work at Nottingham Trent University, the authors
believe that the co-creation of individualized study programmes
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and a more holistic ILP could start the process of improved
learner agency. Moreover, fostering mentoring and coaching
approaches (Lancer et al., 2016; Hakro and Mathew, 2020) would
also support learners to reflect across their study programmes,
creating situations that allow them to recognize how potential

new knowledge gained relates to their prior knowledge, which may
have been developed through their own unique societal and real-
life experiences and critically beyond their educational context.
Such a view adopts more of a lifewide learning lens (Jackson,
2008). This is a move to a position where educationalists focus
more on ‘learning how to learn’ and moving well beyond the
notion of simply ‘skill development’.

To ensure learners do not become passive in the learning process
and are not relegated to the position of merely becoming listeners
(Ward, 2020), more emphasis should be placed on the ILP by all
stakeholders in the future. Key pedagogical approaches should be
integrated within the ILP process, such as whole person teaching,
transformative reflective practice, ipsative assessment (Hughes,
2014), constructive feedback, and the reinforcement of learning
across the breadth of a study programme.

This approach together with quality mentoring and coaching
techniques (e.g., active listening, facilitation, and goal

setting), should result in a curriculum intent (Jones, 2019)

that is ultimately shaped by the learner, according to their
individual aspirations, learning needs, well-being, and personal
circumstances. This, in turn, should then affect and motivate
the learners, promoting stretch and challenge, deep thinking,
and critical reflection (OECD, 2018; Glass, 2020). This approach
would encourage more than just the mere acquisition of
‘information’ and skill development, instead requiring much
more nuanced engagement from the learner to promote the
assimilation and accommodation of information into knowledge
(Piaget, 1957).

Through the reflection and development of knowledge, learners
can shape the curriculum, thus fulfilling their own purpose

for education (Coulson, 2021), critically providing them with
opportunities to develop more than simply ‘skills.” Throughout
the learners’ educational journey, a study programme and ILP
should supply the reflective space and access to resources to
enable a learner to develop their professional identity, attitudes,
behaviours, and values. The Employability Redefined taxonomy
developed at Nottingham Trent University is the scaffold being
proposed by the authors here that links these core components
together.
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Employability Redefined Taxonomy

Commonly misunderstood, employability sits at the heart of all
this work outlined. Engaging with the Employability Redefined
taxonomy can be of benefit in a range of contexts and at a variety
of levels. Based on principles first established by Cole and Tibby
(2013), here we consider its value as a tool to support learning
for employability within the curriculum design process and as
scaffolding for the design of personalized study programmes

and ILPs. If used in this way to develop a picture of the desired
outcomes of learning at a course level, this subsequently creates
a point of reference for all learners on that course to engage
with, providing a course-specific framework for more targeted
and holistic reflective practice. Applying these same principles,
this approach can potentially be conducted at scale, across all
courses of study and crucially with all learners.

The taxonomy comprises of several areas of learning that should
be considered in combination. These areas overlap and are

not discrete; they are connected, and critically, they should be
considered at a course level and involve a range of stakeholders,
including whole course teams, employers, learners, and the
institution’s Employability team. It is fully acknowledged that
much of this learning will already be in place. However, the
question is, have all these areas been considered in combination
(and others that may be distinct to a subject or a discipline area)?
Critically, do all learners recognize and have opportunities to

learn across all these areas, recognizing how they are all equally
important to support their future employability and ultimately their
success? See Figure 1. Employability Redefined Taxonomy, Cole,
D. & Eade, D. (2020)

Each element within the taxonomy developed at NTU will now
be introduced. The ability to reflect effectively is essential and
underpins everything that is important to employability (Dacre
Pool and Sewell, 2007; Yorke and Knight, 2004; Kumar, 2007;
Donald et al., 2019; Tomlinson, 2017; Cole 2019). Whilst
commonly reflective practice related tasks and assignments
already exist, the question remains, how connected are these
activities across modules and levels? Is there a planned and
coordinated approach to developing reflective practice for all
learners that is progressive and structured? If not, might provision
be evolved to meet these aspirations?

The two bands around the taxonomy could be considered the glue
that holds the rest together. Without these or, in fact, any other
of the individual elements introduced in the taxonomy, there is a
gap, and this is likely to have a potentially negative impact on a
learner’s future employability (Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007).
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Figure 1. Employability Redefined Taxonomy, Cole, D. & Eade, D. (2020)

First, we want to highlight the importance of Lifelong Learning
(Fugate et al. 2004). In an ever-changing world, it is so important
for learners’ future employability that there is an openness to
opportunities to learn in new areas, developing in ways that

will support their future ambitions and dreams. COVID-19

has only further amplified the importance of this as a crucial
consideration for education. As humans, we never stop learning,
and with advances in technology, our commitment to this ongoing
development is crucial.

Second, a less commonly discussed aspect here is Lifewide
Learning (Barnett, 2011; Cole, 2019; Jackson, 2008), where
learning that is already happening simultaneously across multiple
spaces in our lives is acknowledged and valued as part of a

more holistic view of the individuals’ learning and to support their
future employability. Here, for example, the value of taking part

in sport, volunteering, part-time work and engaging in daily life
comes to the forefront, recognizing learning and the outcomes of
this that occurs through all these experiences and how this then
aligns with learning and the outcomes gained through the formal
curriculum. Considered collectively, this presents a much richer
and more comprehensive view of learning as well as outcomes
that are both possible and needed. Given the impact of COVID-19
on education and the restrictions on face-to-face learning on
campus, this aspect of learning becomes even more valuable.

Through effective reflective practice, the more detailed outcomes
of learning across both these bands might be better recognized
by the learner and course team. Such a practice can ease
pressures on the curriculum itself in terms of content and
critically support areas of learning that move beyond what a
learner knows and functionally can do, to focus on the individual,
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personal qualities, attitude and behaviour that are not only
different to but equally, if not more important than simply ‘skills’.

At the core of this taxonomy are two areas that are particularly
important at Nottingham Trent University. First, self-efficacy,
the belief that you can achieve the goals you set yourself; the
greater your self-efficacy, the greater your aspirations (Bandura,
1977, 1982; Luthans et al., 2007). This is important as part

of employability and ultimately success more broadly (Donald
et al., 2019; Tomlinson, 2017; Fugate et al., 2004; Dacre Pool
and Sewell, 2007; Yorke and Knight 2004). This is an area that
can be developed through our current teaching and learning
practices, and its importance is highlighted here. COVID-19 has
created challenges for everyone, challenges that can be extremely
complex at an individual level. Self-efficacy in this regard is an
essential consideration for the future.

The second axis highlights the importance of resilience (Rutter,
2006). In an ever-changing and competitive world, particularly
with the pandemic, setbacks are to be expected. This is about
how, as individuals, we respond to these setbacks, which is
most important, and together with resilience, the learner again is
positioned in the best possible place to respond most effectively
when needed.

In the final layer of the taxonomy, four dimensions for learning are
introduced (Cole, 2019), each of these being equally important
to employability. These inter-connected and research-aligned
dimensions (Dacre Pool, Sewell and Tomlinson, 2017; Donald

et al., 2019; Kumar, 2007; Fugate et al., 2004) provide an
opportunity to reflect on the current opportunities available to

all learners, both in the formal curriculum and beyond. Crucially,
it requires the starting point to be a focus on what the specific
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learning objectives are for each area (based on constructive
alignment principles, Biggs and Tang, 2011). What are we hoping
learners will gain from learning in each of these dimensions, and
what informs this thinking? This should be determined locally at a
course level. Each of these four dimensions will now be explained.

Knowledge

The importance of subject-specific knowledge sits at the heart of
education and as a critical feature to support a learner’s future
employability (Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007; Yorke and Knight,
2004; Fugate et al., 2004; Donald et al., 2019; Tomlinson, 2017).
The ability to apply knowledge in a range of contexts is key,
particularly in an ever-changing, global, and complex world. This
links back to the value of lifelong learning.

Experience

Learners gaining, reflecting, and learning from experience is also
a critical dimension. Experience is defined as not only of the
workplace, but it also recognizes the value of experience gained
through life more broadly (Kolb, 1984; Dacre Pool and Sewell,
2007; Donald et al., 2019; Tomlinson, 2017; Cole, 2019). This
entails reflecting again on the nuanced and tangible benefits

of learning in these varied contexts and environments, critically
being able to effectively articulate this learning, for example,

in areas such as practical intelligence and tacit knowledge
(Sternberg et al., 2000), and understanding the world of work, the
environment, and the diverse communities within it.

Identity

Employability is a lifelong and fluid concept, and as such, there
is a developmental aspect inherent to it. Here, the importance
of social identity and reflecting on career identity is highlighted
(Hinchcliffe and Jolly, 2011; Tajfel and Turner, 2004; Holmes,
2001; Fugate et al., 2004). Learning about who we are as people
as well as our motivations, abilities, and personalities is all part
of this (Kumar, 2007). This includes not only thinking about who
we are now but also reflecting on who we want to be, our future
aspirations and ambitions and critically, how this is influenced
by others and our external environment. In this area, learners
should be thinking about accessing additional support from the
Employability team, the Enterprise team, academic tutors, the
Students Union, and other stakeholders who may provide insight
and guidance as well as practical support on preparing for the
future and ultimately their place within this. Here, the context

is particularly focused on an employment and work-related
perspective. Personal development is at the heart of this as well
as the aspect of continuous nature of learning as our lives and
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careers within it progress and develop over time. This notion of
identity has direct and strong links to the final dimension included
in the taxonomy, which follows.

Interpersonal and Intrapersonal

Finally, the importance of interpersonal and intrapersonal
learning is highlighted, not only from a self-perspective but also
crucially, from the perspective of learning how as individuals to
best engage effectively with others in society, recognizing and
embracing differences in all possible regards (Tajfel and Turner,
2004; Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007; Fugate et al., 2004; Donald
et al., 2019; Tomlinson, 2017; Cole, 2019; Cole and Hallett,
2019; Mayer and Solovey,1997; Gardner, 2003; Sternberg et al.,
2000). Learning that is directed at supporting the development
of this rich array of personal qualities and dispositions is not
only essential and highly valued in the workplace but also vital
for life more broadly. For example, qualities such as emotional
intelligence, creativity, adaptability, patience, communication,
and teamwork, all of which cannot be developed in a bubble and
must include due consideration to a range of social factors, the
environments we live in and those we interact with on a daily
basis.

In this dimension, the role of skills is included, but employability
is about so much more than just skills, as has been clearly stated
in this paper; attitude and behaviour should also be made explicit
with all stakeholders, in particular with our learners. Whilst

we may not be able to simply teach all of these areas, we still
need to flag their importance, making this explicit with learners,
who ultimately have the potential to learn and develop in these
respects throughout their lives.

Anecdotally, employers time and time again cite the importance
of needing employees who are the right fit, with the right mindset
for the role and organization. Entrepreneurs also cite similar areas
of learning as equally important to their ultimate success.

This area, in particular, may often be overlooked as a

feature of employability; however, its inclusion is essential and
will not only bring value to employability but also potentially
impact a number of other strategic agendas in education,
including retention, progression and attainment, student
satisfaction, and well-being.

In summary, this taxonomy collectively forms a cohesive whole,
an integrated approach that redefines employability and puts
the spotlight on learning, recognizing, and building on our current
activities. It helps provide a consistent point of reference or
scaffolding for us to reflect on in our future planning activities,
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and with the design of future study programmes and ILPs,

it recognises the valuable contribution of each stakeholder,
including academics, central services, learners, and others.
This taxonomy can potentially be applied in a range of contexts,
including within the curriculum design process, offering the
potential for a unique, research-informed, future-facing, flexible,
and truly integrated approach across multiple levels within
education.

Conclusion

The challenges brought by COVID-19 demonstrate the need to
consider the learners’ social, economic, emotional, lifelong, and
lifewide learning needs on an individual basis to ensure that all
learners are given equal opportunity to achieve their career and
individual aspirations. The approaches discussed not only have
the potential to improve graduate outcomes but also empower
learner agency through a whole person pedagogy that celebrates
diversity and innately promotes equality and inclusive learning.
COVID-19 has shown the need for institutions to go beyond
widening participation in courses by using person-centred
practices to listen and respond more holistically to learners as
individuals, thus providing an environment in which social mobility
can thrive and be realized. One size does not fit all, but a person-
centred based approach as outlined has the potential to work.

To address the original question of, “as the world moves through
and beyond COVID-19, could part of the solution to improving
learner satisfaction and employability be through person-centred
programmes of study?” In response, the authors would argue yes.
By using the Employability Redefined taxonomy as a scaffold, by
increasing learner agency using an ILP, and creating a tailored
study programme that focuses on the knowledge, experience,
social and emotional needs of the learner, this will undoubtedly
help improve learner satisfaction and potentially support their
future employability. The long-term success of this innovative
new approach being proposed is still to be established, and
whilst solidly grounded in research drawn from across several
disciplines, its impact will be dependent on several factors which
require further inquiry. We close this paper with some reflection
on this point.

Outstanding Questions & Areas For

Future Inquiry

Considering the demands that already exist on educationalists,
can a study programme interlink be individualized and innately
support lifelong and lifewide learning across the breadth of the
learning experience?
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Recognizing that learners will need space to reflect and develop
their lifewide learning, how prepared is education to move beyond
the focus of just skills development and embrace the use of a
more holistic ILP?

Do these approaches infringe on ‘academic freedom,” or do
they promote ‘learner freedom’ through the increase in learner
agency?

To what extent are educationalists equipped with coaching
and mentoring knowledge, skills, and behaviours to embrace
and support this more bespoke approach and focus on learner
agency?

Does a personal tutor need to be an educationalist that teaches
on a component of a study programme, or should a coach/mentor
role be established who can independently support the learners
to recognize their own areas of development, remedial actions,
and achievements across the breadth of a programme?

Do learners want the agency to design a programme according
to their needs, or are their requirements more simplistic, e.g.,
improved personalized feedback and access to more support
facilities?

Can the digital infrastructure of a complex educational institution
truly support flexible learning?
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