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The good doctorW
hen the 
Chartered 
Institute of 
Personnel and 
Development 

next reviews its membership 
strata, Dr Peter Critten should 
surely be at the front of the queue 
for chartered canonisation: for 
life-long services to life-long 
learning.

I meet Peter at the pearly 
gates. Of Hendon. Middlesex 
University’s main campus, to be 
precise. We talk in the university 
quadrangle: a busy terminus of 
sorts, though – with its glazed 
roof, echoing acoustics and coffee 
points – more St Pancras than St 
Peter. He has been a lecturer here 
for the past 20 years and, before 
that, a training practitioner for a 
quarter of a decade. Now in his late 
60s, he’s just accepted a new role 
and challenge with the Institute 
of Work Based Learning (IWBL), 
as project manager for work-based 
organisational learning.

The IWBL defines work-based 
learning as “a flexible learning 
experience that is delivered through 
work, in work, for work, at work”. 
But what does this Gettysburg 
Address for business actually 
mean? “Because every individual 
and every workplace is unique,” 
explains Critten, “every learning 
programme has to be customised to 
meet those specific needs. What’s 
common to all we do, however, is 
that both the field of study and the 
application of learning are entirely 
practical and tangible rather than 
academic or theoretical.”

IWBL’s programmes can be 
either individual- or organisation-
driven. “Businesses work with us 
via our university-led collaboration 
of training organisations, 
further education colleges and 
private niche providers, called 
MODNet – Middlesex University 
Organisational Development 
Network”. 

The first of its kind in the UK, 
MODNet was founded last year 
with considerable financial support 
from the Higher Education 

Daniel Wain recounts a life in learning with Peter Critten

Funding Council for England. Its 
defined aim is to engage employers 
in vocational education from 
Level 1 certificates to Level 8 
professional doctorates.

However, much of the work 
that occupies Critten’s time and 
interests tends to be individual 
learner-led. In particular, he’s 
long championed Masters and 
Doctorates in Professional Studies 
(MProfs and DProfs). “Students 
focus on topics from globalisation 
and the leadership of business 
change to operational efficiency 
and business intelligence,” he 
explains, “but all applied to a real-
life work-based project. They’re 

not learning a topic but reflecting 
upon their practice. Work-based 
learning is a discipline, a way 
of enquiring about the theory 
underlying the practice. It’s about 
becoming a better professional in 
whatever sphere you operate.”

In short, therefore, work-based 
learning (or WBL, in case you 
were suffering from acronym 
withdrawal) is a means to a 
business end. The Institute boasts 
a plethora of organisational 
success stories: from the senior 
salesman considering the viability 
of his organisation entering a new 
market to the interment manager 
tackling burial congestion. 



24   TJ    January 2010   www.trainingjournal.com

interview

Possibly my favourite is former 
rock musician Bruce Dickinson 
(DProf ), who claims that “work-
based learning changed my life”. 
He’s now co-director of the 
Brighton Institute of Modern 
Music, a college for vocational 
music education.

“Work-based learning 
may initially be driven by the 
individual’s needs,” says Critten, 
“but that doesn’t mean the 
organisation can’t benefit. I believe 
any employer benefits from 
its employees improving their 
professional practice, even if only 
indirectly. However, I’ve seen many 
examples of individuals having 
a direct and significant impact 
upon their businesses, whether 
through increases in productivity 
or efficiency, innovating better 
systems or implementing major 
structural improvements. Moreover, 
a DProf, for example, can make 
an incredibly powerful statement 
about both employee and 
employer.”

Certainly, if cynically, I can 
see the marketing opportunities 
for businesses in WBL, whether 
targeted at potential employees, 
clients or the wider community. 
For Critten, “many business 
benefits remain unrealised. To a 
large extent, each organisation 
needs to find its own. Having spent 
years encouraging managers to get 
their staff to apply what they’ve 
learned on training courses, with 
WBL the learning by definition 
can’t be separated from the work, 
and the work can’t be separated 
from the organisation”.

So how engaged does he believe 
‘business’ is with the UK skills 
agenda? As happens frequently 
during our conversation, Critten 
scrunches his face in deep 
thought. 

“To be honest, I’m the wrong 
person to ask,” he replies 
eventually, with disarming 
candour. “I find the whole thing a 
bit boring. Yes, we need to develop 
specific skills, but we should be 
looking beyond them to their 
strategic context and connections.”

Critten has been involved 
in WBL at Middlesex since 
the very start. Back in 1992, 
he was seconded from the 
university’s business school to 
work on a government-funded 
project assessing the feasibility 
of accrediting learning in the 
workplace. From this tiny acorn 
grew, through various iterations and 
name changes, the current Institute, 
which declared independence from 
the university in 2007. 

“We’ve gone from four people, 
when we didn’t have enough 
resource to fit round a table,” he 
says, “to a 50-strong team that 
now can’t fit into the same room.”

The accreditation of learning, 
however, remains at its core. 
Indeed, the Institute is now 
a Centre of Excellence in 
Teaching and Learning for WBL 
and the winner of a Queen’s 
Anniversary Prize for Higher and 
Further Education for its role 
in integrating formal education 
and employment. “We can either 
accredit an existing in-house 
programme or create a new 
tailored programme that then 
receives accreditation,” explains 
Critten. “For individuals, we can 
give academic credits for the 
knowledge and skills built up 
during a work career.”

But how does one measure, and 
make tangible, randomly acquired 
skills and knowledge? “We ask 
people to consider their key 
pivotal learning moments and the 
impact they had, both upon them 
and others, by creating a portfolio 
of evidence. It’s not about ticking 
boxes, but acknowledging one’s 
learning and connecting up the 
thinking and process that lie 
behind it. For years now, I’ve 
argued the need to extend focus 
from the accreditation of the 

work-based learning of individuals 
to how this can all be connected 
up across an organisation.  

“The ‘processes’ underpinning 
work-based learning could be the 
key to realising the aspirations 
for ‘the learning organisation’ 
espoused two decades ago but 
which no one’s ever really cracked. 
I’d also suggest that this approach, 
now more than ever, provides 
a cost-effective, viable way for 
organisations to realise the human 
and social capital at their disposal 
for re-inventing themselves.”

So how do organisations 
recognise learning in the first place? 
“It’s about recognising learning as a 
social process,” he replies, “in which 
the learning of one person is the 
source of learning for others. We 
need to change the way we think 
about organisations. Trainers, like 
me, used to bemoan ‘organisations’ 
never recognising nor applying 
the outcome of training, yet we 
didn’t think much about what 
form of ‘organisation’ we wanted 
that training to have an impact 
on. Did we see our organisation as 
a building, a hierarchy of roles or 
people locked in silos?  

“To have any hope of tracking 
how new learning might 
impact on organisations, we 
have to define them as the way 
they connect and learn across 
institutional roles.”

As E M Forster once wrote, 
“only connect”. Hence Critten’s 
development of an online ‘virtual 
organisation’, named Listen to 
Your Organisation Learning. It 
most resembles a much smaller 
scale, sanitised and scientific 
Second Life. Users of the tool can 
‘listen’ to what Critten calls the 
“learning conversations” between 
any of the organisation’s 30 virtual 
people, each of whom has their 
own name, job role, profile and 
office space. These conversations 
take many forms: from off-chance 
corridor encounters through 
coaching and mentoring sessions 
to action learning sets.

“This has helped me visualise,” 
says Critten, “how an organisation 

“Learning is quirky, 
random, emotional.  
That’s its beauty”
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could stimulate conversations that 
encompass everyone and enable 
it to learn from them. I’ve always 
been fascinated by bottom-up 
learning. Increasingly I’ve come 
to believe that the building blocks 
of a learning organisation aren’t 
the bricks of a silo structure but 
conversations.” 

Currently in prototype form on 
a CD, Critten is eager to work 
with a small number of guinea-
pig organisations to refine and 
develop the tool. Volunteers, 
please apply to Dr Critten.

So could this be the way to 
L&D’s Holy Grail: the causal 

link between developing the 
individual’s capability and the 
organisation’s? “Yes, if both can 
become mutually reinforcing,” he 
believes.

In my own end-of-year review 
for TJ last month, I argued that 
the L&D role needs to become 
less that of a manager and more 
that of a liberator. As our control 
over what people learn decreases, 
we need instead to discover what’s 
being learned and leverage it. 
With Peter Critten, there’s clearly 
no need to convert the high 
preacher: “People are conversing, 
sharing knowledge, learning 

all the time,” he believes. “The 
organisation has only to capture, 
codify and use this priceless 
capital.”

But how? “Well, suppose on a 
Friday afternoon,” he continues, 
warming excitedly to his theme, 
“a message came up on your 
computer screen inviting you to 
the ‘green room’ to have a ‘learning 
conversation’ around something 
that you’ve learned at work that 
week, with two other colleagues, 
possibly unknown to you. All 
that’s asked is that you briefly 
record the outcome, which could 
then be disseminated more widely. 

“Imagine a web of such lightly 
facilitated conversations. Imagine 
the number of new ideas that 
might emerge from such a 
process.”

Though Critten admits that this 
“all sounds a little Big Brother”, 
he’s clearly driven by a far higher 
motivation than prurient prying. 
Indeed, I’ve rarely met anyone 
who exudes such seemingly innate 
innocence and integrity.

After a first degree in 
psychology – “I’ve always 
been interested in individual 
differences, but never happy with 
tests” – he joined Brunel College 
of Advanced Technology as a 
research assistant, or as Critten 
describes it “an academic pimp, 
helping to disprove the standard 
norm distribution of intelligence”. 
A random learning conversation 
at the British Museum’s library 
introduced him to programme 
learning and Guinness. 

Though he’s now moved on 
from both, to WBL and real 
ale respectively, he still regularly 
meets up with that fellow 
conversationalist.

“Then I started writing 
programmes for what, pre-
computers, we called teaching 
machines,” he says. So, 40 years 
ago, Critten was helping to blow 
the now-old bottles in which we 
serve the new wine of e-learning. 
After that, came the 1970s: 
flares, sideburns and systematic 
training. “I worked with British 
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European Airlines, learning a lot 
about instructional design,” he 
remembers. “I realised then that 
learning doesn’t have to be linear, 
but can ‘branch’. I then turned 
gamekeeper by joining the Hotel 
and Catering Training Board, 
and was allocated the brewing 
industry. How lucky can you get? 
I even trained alongside would-be 
landlords at Buxton, and could 
have got a pub licence.”

It was at this time that Critten 
got involved in open/distance 
learning, as well as gaining 
his PhD in the evaluation of 
management training. I start to 
realise that Critten, like an L&D 
David Bowie, has been there at the 
outset of every major development 
of the past half-decade.

More recently, he was on 
the crest of the ‘learning not 
training’ wave, establishing his 
own company called Learning 
Enterprise, its slogan: ‘Takes Over 
where Training Leaves Off ’. “At 
the time, the learning organisation 
was the big new idea,” he explains. 
“I knew of Pedler, Burgoyne and 
Boydell here in the UK but, when 
my book was published in 1990, a 
reviewer said: ‘Hasn’t he read Peter 
Senge?’ and I thought ‘no’.” 

Typically self-deprecating, 
Critten immediately proclaims his 
work as now out of print, but I’ve 
checked and you can buy second-
hand copies from Amazon. 
It’s called Investing in People – 
Towards Corporate Capability.

Although Critten jokes that the 
‘T’ word never passes his lips, he 
does acknowledge its relevance: 
“There are many situations where 
training is needed, for airplane 
pilots, for example. I don’t see 
work-based learning as the end of 
training, but rather as the way to 
make it really work. 

“Training can result in no 
learning at all. However, if all 
delegates on a course completed 
a WBL programme as well, the 
latter might well help to realise the 
value of the former. In the future, 
I can definitely see the mileage 
in companies seeking recognition 

for demonstrating work-based 
organisational learning.”

Indeed he’s already making 
a start by creating ‘learning 
descriptors’ that could be 
used as evidence of such 
organisational learning. These 
include encouraging all staff to 
share learning, having a system 
for capturing, analysing and 
synthesising it, and critically 
evaluating its impact upon 
corporate policy.

As for his own ongoing 
accreditation, in the early 90s, the 
newly-published doctor accepted 
an offer of part-time lecturing 
from, somewhat ironically, the 

head of management training 
at Middlesex Polytechnic. It 
wasn’t long before the poly was a 
university and Critten a full-time 
lecturer. This century, he extended 
the business school’s HR offering 
by developing postgraduate 
programmes in human resource 
development and organisational 
change.

How much real change has 
he witnessed during his life in 
learning? “Obviously, there have 
been developments but not as 
many, nor as quickly, as I would 
have liked. I’m disappointed that 
the general business community, 
and even so many of our own, still 
talk about training. I really hoped 
we would have got beyond that 
by now. Still,” he says, smiling, 
“we’ve definitely seen a growth in 
coaching and mentoring, which 
can only be good, and I’m pleased 

we might finally be seeing the 
death of ‘competencies’ in favour 
of ‘capabilities’.”  

For a man with good reason 
to feel frustrated, he smiles and 
laughs a lot, as angry an old man 
as the Dalai Lama.

Perhaps key to his unquenchable 
optimism is curiosity – no 
coincidence that he’s an advocate 
of Positive Enquiry – and the sense 
that the more one knows, the more 
one realises that there is more 
to know. Some might find that 
maddening. Critten clearly doesn’t: 
“Learning is quirky, random, 
emotional. That’s its beauty.   We 
must help organisations realise that 
learning is also, by definition, a 
transformational process. It’s about 
change, organisational change. Even 
30 years ago, the brewing training 
managers I worked with wanted, 
essentially, to be change agents.” 

He quotes Peter Hawkins (one 
of the bewildering blitzkrieg of 
authorities and references that 
pepper his speech): “I am not 
just learning about the world out 
there but also about my own way 
of construing the world, which 
co-creates the reality in which I 
live.”

For Peter Critten, that most 
unlikely rebel with a cause, 
organisational learning seems 
ultimately synonymous with 
freedom. “Organisations have to 
allow people to learn,” he says. 
“Hierarchies, silos and top-down 
programmes result in no real 
learning.” He acknowledges that 
he himself occupies a privileged 
position: a senior salaried role that 
enables him to operate largely as a 
free spirit. 

“I think I’ve always been 
attracted to the odd, increasingly 
so as I get on,” he confides. “But I 
need the grounding, support and 
networks that an organisation like 
the Institute provides.”  

Before I leave the security of the 
shiny quadrangle, he tells me, with 
unconcealed excitement, about the 
guy who’s just applied to study for 
a Doctorate in Anarchy. That halo 
thankfully comes with horns. 

 

“I’m disappointed that 
the general business 
community, and even so 
many of our own, still 
talk about training. I really 
hoped we would have got 
beyond that by now”


