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Abstract
The Master of Arts (MA) Programme in Health and Safety Law and Environmental Law is the first of a number of postgraduate law programmes to be offered by the European Occupational Health and Safety Law Research Centre in the University of Salford.  In order to meet the needs of a multi-disciplinary group of students with various work-based learning challenges the programme team developed a curriculum that enabled it to be delivered via a distance learning approach. Evaluation over a five-year period has clearly demonstrated the value of this method of programme delivery. 

Introduction
A number of external factors are exerting a major influence on the supply and demand of higher education applicants and students.  Growth can be seen in so-called non-traditional categories of students whose needs and backgrounds differ from those of the past.  Many people wish to upgrade their skills and enhance their professional standing combining their work with study and without leaving their homes. When the staff of the European Occupational Health and Safety Law Research Centre recognised this situation and its potential, it was decided to develop a new educational programme in the area of health and safety law and environmental law, by distance learning.  

This paper will focus on the aims and objectives of the programme, its structure and the advantages of such a programme both educationally and in terms of the benefit to be derived both by prospective students and by their employers.  The authors will further address the programmes overall contribution to knowledge and the opportunities provided for knowledge transfer in its specialist area.  

Learning the Law via Distance Learning
The distance learning programme leads to the degree of Master of Arts in Health and Safety Law and Environmental Law; it addresses central issues for any industrialised society - the health, safety and welfare of its workers and the protection of the environment.  Health and safety law and environmental law in today’s society are complex legal and regulatory areas, which must be seen in a European Union context.  Compliance failures attract, firstly, serious criminal penalties at both the corporate and the individual level and secondly, actions for damages and injunctive relief in the civil courts for tortious liability and breach of contract.  Events such as those at Flixborough, Seveso, Bhopal and Chernobyl demonstrate that what goes on in factories or other places of work is not only of concern to those who work there.  Clearly, the resource costs of environmental damage and workplace accidents are huge.  Workplace accidents in Britain alone, impose costs on society of more than £16 billion per annum (Costs of Accidents at Work – Health and Safety Executive, HS(G) 96 1997).  It has been shown that most accidents arise through management failure. The law therefore provides for punishment and sanctions for employers and to a lesser extent, for individuals who fail to meet that standard and compensation for those who suffer loss.

The MA programme aims to help students to analyse these problems and focus on legal norms which provide the setting for addressing health and safety and environmental risks in today’s society. 

The development of the MA programme was ultimately our educational project and we had to go through all the necessary phases required to fulfil it.  In accordance with the relevant British Standard a project is a:

…unique process consisting of a set of coordinated and controlled activities with start and finish dates, undertaken to achieve an objective conforming to specific requirements, including constraints of time, costs and resources (BS 6079-2:2000);

and project management is:

…planning, monitoring and control of all aspects of a project and the motivation of all those involved in it to achieve the project objective on time and to the specified cost, quality and performance (BS 6079-2:2000).

Projects are often seen to comprise five main phases: analysis, design, development, implementation and control, (See Lockwood F.,1998.) which we explain in more detail in relation to the development of the MA programme. 

Analysis
A careful problem analysis was conducted. Health and safety law and environmental law are areas that have an important impact on the lives of individuals, the community and society and following a careful review of existing provision it was clear that these areas had not been adequately covered by the existing postgraduate programmes in British Universities. The main concept of the project was to develop an MA programme in Health and Safety Law and Environmental Law which would substantially cover these areas. The analysis was designed to determine whether there was sufficient interest in such a programme, and to identify those elements which would be of most relevance to potential stakeholders, who are the ‘…person or group of people who have a vested interest in the success of an organisation and the environment in which the organisation operates’ (BS 6079-2:2000). We drafted a questionnaire in which we included the topics of the proposed syllabus of the programme: philosophy, risk, liabilities and remedies, and these were sent to prominent individuals and organisations, that is the opinion formers, who might be willing to advise on the structure and content of this MA programme.  The purpose of the questionnaire was thus to analyse the current demand for such a programme and to establish exactly which areas of study would need to be covered.  

We received very good feedback, about 75%, which generally was very positive, given that the response to postal surveys is declining. (See Fox R.J., Crask M.R. and Jonghoon K., 1988). Amendments to the proposed syllabus were made in response to the questionnaires, for example by substituting the proposed sections on employer–employee relations with sections on comparative health and safety law and environmental law.  The analysis was carried out only once at initiation which is the usual practice in project management.  The result was a syllabus, which we knew would reflect the needs of a large percentage of our prospective students. 

The next issue to be considered was the mode of delivery of the programme.  In order to address this issue we needed to refine exactly our student target group.  It was decided that the programme would be designed for lawyers, health and safety, human resource and risk managers, personnel professionals and those employed in public service agencies, for example, the Health and Safety Executive and the Environment Agency or environmental health officers employed by local authorities.  Clearly those people would need to combine study with their work and would live in different parts of the UK and abroad.  Distance learning seemed to be a mode of education delivery by which we could meet the needs of these categories of people with a common interest who were working in widely spread geographical areas. Telg and Cheek (1998), for example, defined distance education as ‘two-way communication between teacher and student(s) who are separated by a geographical distance and/or time, where the communication is mediated by technology to support the educational process.’

Our decision to take the advantages of distance learning was also based on the EC memorandum (COM 91-388), which was the formalisation of the process of the recognition of the open and distance learning and which provided a helpful definition:  

Distance learning is defined as any form of study not under the continuous or immediate supervision of tutors, but which nevertheless benefits from the planning, guidance and tuition of a tutorial organisation.  Distance learning has a large component of independent or autonomous learning and is therefore heavily dependent on the didactic design of materials which must substitute for the interactively available contact between student and teacher in ordinary face-to-face instruction.  The autonomous component is invariably supported by tutoring and counselling systems which ideally are provided at regional/local study centres and to an increasing extent by modern communications media.  Because open distance learning is meant to be adaptable to the pace of the student the material is generally structured in units or modules geared to specific learning outcomes (COM (91): 388 Para 15).

Using the scenario created in the analysis phase and based on the EC definition we proceeded to combine the available expertise with plans to arrive at an optimum solution.

Design
This phase included the drafting of the programme document, setting out the programme’s objectives, composition, and organisation.   It was decided that the programme’s objectives would be the development of a broad knowledge and conceptual base in the field of Occupational Health and Safety Law, Environmental Law and associated policy areas, to enhance the students’ ability to apply the law in their working environments. 

The design of the MA programme was based on an already well-established similar programme, which had been developed and had been shown to be successful in Leicester University: LLM/MA/Diploma in Law in Employment Law and Employment Relations European Law and LLM/MA/Diploma in Law in European Employment Law and Management (http://www.le.ac.uk/law/dlu/lei.html.). Decisions were made as to all elements of the programme including its duration, its structure, the distance learning materials, the methods of assessment and quality assurance.  

The duration of the programme is two years.  The programme is structured around four modules and a dissertation.  Each of the modules requires approximately fifteen weeks of study.  The modules consist of a set of materials, such as academic papers, journal articles, conference papers, book chapters which are carefully selected to address particular topics, together with texts that give brief explanations of these materials.  The materials have a clear purpose, with readings, interactive materials and a variety of self-assessment questions.  The materials are revised and updated on an annual basis which very much assists the application of continuous quality control. The objectives, the brief content, the learning outcomes and a list of required reading for each module are included in the programme document. 

Drawing from our experience of other postgraduate law programmes, it was decided that the materials would be produced in printed form, rather than electronically, since this would be best suited for the purposes of the programme and of the learners.  The materials were contained in folders which are distributed to the students before the beginning of each module.  This is arranged specially so that students would have the advantage of acquiring the information without the need to refer to additional secondary sources.  Students are also provided with access to the law databases such as Butterworths Lexis-Nexis (http://www.butterworths.com) and Westlaw (http://www.westlaw.co.uk) which are considered the best electronic sources of primary and secondary legislation, case law, case notes and references to the secondary materials, such as law books and legal journals. 

At this stage we needed to take into account the fact that distance students would prefer to control the pace of their learning and prefer independent study (Miller, 1997). They would also have less need for structured learning experiences and interaction with the staff or other students.  However, an element of face-to-face teaching would be required and this was introduced via residential sessions. The authors believed that this would significantly enhance the educational experience. Students who have subsequently followed this programme have endorsed this view and have indicated that a significant amount of learning is obtained through interactions with student peers, who are a diverse group in an intellectual, professional and cultural sense.  These residential sessions would be held at the end of each of the periods allowed for study of the programme modules at the weekends in national high quality hotels throughout the UK. It was recognised that the provision of adequate administrative support would be an important element of this distance learning process (Murphrey and Dooley, 2000), and this was proved to be the case in practice in the organisation of these residentials.

Additionally, we needed to consider different modes of communication with our students during their study periods.  We were aware from the start that students might feel isolated and remote. Thus, in addition to ordinary modes of communication by post, telephone, fax and email, we decided to establish a ‘Discussion Forum’.  The Forum would be placed on the Centre’s Web site, which would allow students to communicate with members of staff and with each other by putting their queries, expressing their opinions, making comments and giving feedback.  (See further – Distance Learning Guidelines: Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education and Forsyth I, 2001). 

Another important issue which was addressed at this stage was the support and counselling services for students.  We were aware that:

students learning at a distance would need special support to strengthen their motivation, to help them develop effective study skills, and assist them in tackling numerous personal, social and academic problems in the learning process… that students’ survival in terms of completion rates in open access systems, especially at the higher education level, depends greatly upon effective support mechanism (Guri-Rozenblit, 1990).

The duties of counsellors and support advisors were attributed to the Centre’s Director and the Programme Tutor so that students would be able to obtain regular assistance in boosting their confidence, self-motivation, and in resolving different, often, life or career problems.  

We also recognised that teaching a programme at a distance would require considerable adjustments to be made by both the tutors and the distance students (Hamilton, 1999).  Teaching styles would need to be adjusted to fit the requirements of distance delivery, while technology would add new challenges that would require adaptations by both the tutors and the students (Batte, Forster, & Larson, 2001). This technology would require tutors to be aware of an audience that was not physically present (Diebel, McInnis, & Edge, 1998). Tutors would need to ensure that these students, while not physically present, would still remain fully integrated members of the ‘classroom’ (Fenwick, Brick, Delaney & Hicks, 1998).  

The last element of the programme organisation was to provide an appropriate method of assessment.  It was decided that the programme assessment should be continuous rather than based on formal examinations.  Students are required to complete an assignment of not more than 6,000 words at the end of each of the four modules.  Successful completion of all four assignments entitles students to proceed to the final stage – writing a dissertation. Clearly there are risks that students will be tempted to submit plagiarised material.  We therefore put in place a number of mechanisms to deter cheating and plagiarism and we also sought to inform students about what plagiarism is and how it can be avoided. The programme document covers a grading scheme and the basis on which students are awarded the degree of Master of Arts or Post-Graduate Diploma in Health and Safety Law and Environmental Law.  

Development 
Using the specifications created in the design phase, we began the development of the project.  The main tasks were identified and needed to be achieved in quite a short time and almost simultaneously.  The tasks included:

·	Seeking approval of the programme from the University;
·	Seeking initial financial investment from the University and/or elsewhere;
·	Producing distance learning materials;
·	Producing publicising materials;
·	Publishing distance learning materials;
·	Advertising campaign;
·	Recruitment;
·	Arranging venues for the holding of residential weekends.

Since each of these tasks was very demanding and time consuming careful organisation at the ‘development stage’ was required.  This was achieved by, for example, recruiting material authors, on a part-time basis, who subsequently became programme tutors; involving professional bodies in the design and production of publicity materials such as a programme brochure and leaflets; as well as the advertisement of the programme in the national newspapers and magazines. 

Those involved in the development of educational programmes should bear in mind that the time and energy spent on University approvals should not be underestimated and can often take longer than one expects. We had to use much persuasion to gain approval. One of the most important elements was the evaluation of costs. We made careful calculations to provide for the successful running of the programme.  The breakdown consisted of the costs of expenditure on academic and administrative staff, equipment, production of materials, publicity and recruitment on the one hand and a programme income on the other hand with the promise of forty students in the first intake.  A well-prepared budget was in many situations a decisive point in our favour.

Implementation and Control
After the completion of the preparation stages discussed above we arrived at the stage of implementation and control. In terms of the development of a new programme, this was our first opportunity to test and estimate the fitness of the programme for its intended use. This was a stage which presented us with a very steep learning curve: we had to learn very quickly the differences between theory and practice, and this required flexibility, reflection and adaptation.  We compared the results with our plans and then took corrective action to deal with the discrepancies.

Two aspects were of critical importance. One was the quality of the programme in terms of its components (materials, organisation, delivery) and the second was the quality of its outcomes – most significantly, student learning. 

The quality of the programme is maintained by different mechanisms, which include external examiners’ supervision of the whole programme, students’ formal and informal feedback after each residential session, meetings of a Programme Board and a Board of Examiners.  The responsibilities of the Programme Board are to ensure that the issues raised by the students and staff are addressed and the necessary amendments are made quickly and efficiently. The task of the Board of Examiners is to consider all aspects of the programme and to make proposals as to its further development and improvement.  The Board of Examiners meets once a year after the completion of the taught part of the programme and the dissertation stage.  The quality of students’ learning is maintained by ensuring the suitability, quality and standard of students’ assignments and dissertations by double marking and external supervision. (See further – Distance Learning Guidelines: Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education).  

Conclusion
The programme has proved to be a very successful venture due to the production of high-quality learning materials, which were designed to facilitate and enhance self-study, and a strong element of face-face teaching during the residential sessions.  Access to distance learning has proved particularly valuable for busy, mature and motivated adults, and these techniques have allowed us to attract a wide range of practitioners: health and safety inspectors, health and safety managers and advisors, environmental managers, lawyers and others from organisations from within and outside the UK.

The programme attracts a diverse student group with a representative range of professionals, both lawyers and non-lawyers, and provides an attractive opportunity for employers to sponsor students who will gain expertise in health and safety law and environmental law.  The two-year programme, which is one of the most successful of its kind in Britain, is currently the focus of study for more than 170 taught postgraduate students and is supported by the Health and Safety Executive; the Environment Agency; local authorities; police authorities; fire authorities; health service trusts and more than 60 of Britain’s largest companies.  

As a whole it constitutes an invaluable package which is commensurate with and satisfies the requirements of the EC memorandum mentioned above.  Students can work at their own pace and plan their time so that they can continue their normal work.  Guidance is provided in broad terms.  For example, students are advised that around ten hours study time should be allowed each week for their study.  (See further – Distance Learning Guidelines: Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education).  

Residentials constitute the main part of the face-to-face element of the programme.  The residentials provide a unique opportunity to communicate with the lecturers, tutors, their colleagues and to listen to prominent speakers.  Every three months students come together to discuss their work and progress with staff members and fellow students.  Each residential weekend is carefully structured so as to accommodate all the necessary elements of an active teaching and learning environment.  A series of lectures, tutorial sessions, presentations and informal communication makes these residentials an integral and vital part of the programme.  The theme of each residential is defined by the topics of the previous and next modules.  The main purpose of the residential is to revise the material of the module learnt and to introduce the next module.  It is not surprising therefore that the residentials are very demanding.  They last from Friday afternoon until Sunday afternoon and the amount of information and activities that students are required to assimilate is quite large. Prominent national and international speakers representing academia, the judiciary and practice are invited to every residential and give an exceptional insight to current developments in the law from different perspectives.  This is a unique opportunity for students to learn about the law, its implementation, enforcement and practice. 

The introduction of different modes of communication has also proved to be a success.  During the existence of the programme the Discussion Forum proved one of the most useful modes of communication. 

The running of the programme over a five-year period has demonstrated that students’ participation and evaluation of the residentials is very high.  Students have a high regard for the special emphasis that is given to the practical application of the material studied, to their participation in discussion and opportunities to have individual guidance on their work.  The programme is constantly improving and developing and provides a valuable foundation for the development of other exciting projects.
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