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PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY

The future of the Sussex Learning Network (SLN)

Background

The initial three year HEFCE funding for the SLN comes to an end in August 2008. The Board wants to consider options for the future well in advance of this date. The meeting of the Board on the 9th November will take a look at possible options and discuss how best to proceed. It is anticipated that between November and the next meeting of the Board in February 2008 detailed proposals will have been prepared.

Views of the curriculum team 

It is important that members of the curriculum team have a chance to make an input to this process. The comments from the curriculum team meeting will be attached to the paper presented to the Board in November. For those unable to attend on the 29th you have until the 31st October to submit comments on the options contained in paper SLN.CT.291007_4.

Those attending the meeting are asked to consider the following questions having read the paper.

1. What do you think should be the main factors that influence any decisions about the sustainability of the SLN ?

2. What comments would you make about the four options presented in the paper?

3. What other options would you favour?

4. What other comments would you wish to make?

PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY

The future of the Sussex Learning Network (SLN)

Background

This paper has been written to stimulate thinking about the sustainability of the Sussex Learning Network. It sets the context in which debates at a local level need to be addressed and then offers some options for consideration. 

They are designed to elicit responses from those most directly concerned with the development of the SLN over the past two years. They may well be overtaken by events as the detail of the new settlement for higher education becomes more widely known following the Comprehensive Spending Review.
Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) and Sustainability

The development of the LLNs has taken nearly three years to reach its current position where twenty eight networks have been established and each given three years initial funding from the Strategic Development Fund. The total amount allocated to LLNs from this source now exceeds £100 million.
The business case for each LLN was developed by local institutions at a sub regional, regional and in a couple of instances national level. They share an overall objective that is “to improve the coherence, clarity and certainty of progression opportunities for vocational learners into and through higher education”.

(www.hefce.ac.uk/widen/lln)

Whilst there is an overall objective, the means of realising it has varied considerably. As HEFCE acknowledged in their own risk assessment:-

“This was a ‘bottom-up’ policy initiative. Those institutions involved have been able to design their own approach to meeting our objectives.”
(www.hefce.ac.uk/widen/lln/sectorimpactassessmentlln.doc)
In practice this means LLNs have been created, designed and are evolving to meet specific circumstances over different timescales with varying levels of resource. For HEFCE, it follows that they should also be sustained by the same approach. The guidance issued since May 2006, summarised as appendix 1, emphasises this very point. 
Sustainability and the SLN

The original business case was prepared in the autumn of 2004 with funding approved in December of that year. It was one of the forerunners and as such was judged on its own merit rather than in comparison with a range of similar proposals. This has implications for the issue of sustainability. As other proposals came forward, HEFCE began to identify the inclusion of a sustainability strategy as a requirement in any LLN business case. The SLN business case was understandably much more circumspect and less detailed in its approach to this issue. In the first instance the vision for the SLN was seen to, “require concentrated and sustained effort over a number of years, perhaps 5 to 10. The vision would comprise a flourishing planning and delivery network of providers and employers across Sussex with sustained and consistent support from HEFCE and the LSC Sussex, as well as SEEDA.” (Sussex Lifelong Learning Network Proposal and Business Plan pages 10 and 11) At the time of writing there is no guarantee of support from any of these sources.

Being a “flagship project”, as the SLN has been described, has advantages in terms of being able to define the terrain but is not as helpful when it comes to presenting arguments for sustainability. The Board is debating this issue at a time when many LLNs have just completed their first year of operation. The funding period of some LLNs extends fully two years beyond August 2008 when the SLN’s funding comes to an end. Furthermore, the planned national evaluation is not intended to take place until 2009. 
The other major concern is about measuring the impact of the SLN in the absence of national guidelines for evaluation that may emerge in early 2008. It is worth recalling that funding for LLNs has”primarily been made available to support infrastructure, processes and innovation” (See appendix 1). These aren’t areas that easily lend themselves to measurement in the conventional sense. For HEFCE, sustainability can be achieved by embedding the key elements relating to curriculum development, progression agreements and improved IAG. This was certainly the focus of the formative evaluation undertaken by CHERI (OU) in the past two months. For the SLN itself it will be the achievement of the seven objectives set out in the Delivery Plan 2006-08. Some of these cannot effectively be measured within the initial funding period. This isn’t being defensive but simply stating the obvious.
The changing policy context

When the original business case was submitted in November 2004 the response to the Tomlinson Report on the reform of the 14-19 curriculum and qualifications system was not known; the Leitch Report was two years from publication; Sector Skills Councils were in the early stages of development and HEFCE’s strategy for employer engagement had not taken shape. Whilst the SLN, in keeping with LLNs, has had to adapt to this changing context, its future may have to be determined by reconsidering its role in the light of these new developments as well as judging how effectively it has delivered on its own objectives or those of the funding council.
The outcome of the Comprehensive Spending Review, announced in early October, is said to be favourable to the higher education sector. How this will translate into a set of priorities for the sector over the next three years remains unclear. Certainly one of the assumptions is that growth and development, as now, will have to be bid for, although the mainstreaming of the HEIF funding is an example of how some initiatives are being sustained. Aimhigher, as a national programme, is also expected to receive further funding. Like Foundation Degree Forward it may well be asked to address more specific targets and audiences as a condition of this funding.  Because of the fact that LLNs are in an early stage of development it is not realistic to expect LLNs to be treated in the same way. 
Finally, the regional agenda is likely to remain an important part of how the future of the sector is viewed and developed. SEEDA has played a major role in supporting  regeneration led education, most noticeably in Hastings, but is poised to extend this to the  Sussex coastal area and through the Gatwick Diamond. The question here is what role can a partnership like the SLN play in helping deliver a collective response to economic development and how does that sit with institutional priorities?
Options for the future

The main purpose of this paper is to present a series of options for the future of the SLN taking into account the context outlined in the previous pages. These are based on a consideration of how the processes of curriculum development; progression; information, advice and guidance and staff development that have underpinned the work of the SLN to date can be carried forward. The four options are by no means mutually exclusive but an attempt has been made to present them as genuine choices. All of them have as a starting point the SLN model which has been used to develop and deliver these activities over the initial funding period. The features of this model are as follows:-
· The SLN is a public facing organisation with a recognisable brand that seeks to promote vocational learning through partnership working. The reach of the SLN continues to grow and is expected to become even more visible to learners, intermediaries and employers in the current academic year.
· It is a distributed model that gives the bulk of resources to curriculum development and delivery by partner institutions with the remainder devoted to improving the learning infrastructure. It has a relatively small set-up team which lead and co-ordinate both these related aspects of the work. The model is shown in the diagram which is shown in appendix 2
· It has developed the curriculum in one of two ways. Either by the direct investment in new or revised course provision or the allocation of additional student numbers to support planned growth in institutional provision that falls within the priority sectors.

· The SLN has been funded to work in six sectors but has added a further sector in community practice, the intention being to develop exemplars which could be applied to other sectors without the need for the same level of investment. Seeking to develop progression agreements for construction and engineering without the need for additional funding being one such example. 

· The SLN has developed an infrastructure to support the vocational curriculum that includes marketing, the provision of information, advice and guidance and the development of pan Sussex practitioner and student networks.

· Into this revitalised learning infrastructure the SLN has introduced the Sussex Vocational Progression Accord (SVPA) and individual progression agreements. The SVPA has been signed by all the major partners and has an initial life of three years up to June 2010. A management group is being established that will report direct to the Board. 

· The organisation of the SLN reflects “the network of networks” first mooted in the business case. The Board membership has been reviewed and extended and now includes most of the major networks in Sussex. Accountability, to HEFCE, is assured through the University of Brighton and its monitoring procedures. 
Laying the groundwork

In preparation for a debate about the future the Board commissioned Papworth Research and Consultancy to report on how key stakeholders viewed the SLN’s contribution to improving the vocational learning infrastructure. The report commented that, 
“Consultees reported that SLN is the only network developing consistency between providers and employers and that there is potential for it to develop further. It has made strides in addressing gaps between courses for vocational learners and making providers aware of progression/referral gaps, and in developing IAG resources.

SLN has successfully engaged organizations and linked FE and HE, and institutions within each sector, in new ways. The range of institutions represented by SLN is powerful and bringing them into contact with each other, and into contact with employers, is a significant achievement in itself.” (p12, Sustainability: Vocational Learning Infrastructure Activities, Interim Report by Papworth Research and Consultancy.)
However, many were concerned about the plethora of stakeholders addressing the skills agenda in Sussex. This could lead to duplication for providers and only serve to confuse for learners and employers. It was felt by some that the SLN needed to provide more robust evidence of its impact. Most stakeholders felt that funding for the SLN should continue to come from HEFCE, the LSC and SEEDA.  It is against this backdrop that four options for development of the SLN after August 2008 are presented.
Option 1: Closure

The case for closure

In many ways this is the option that is predicated on success. It argues that in the initial funding period the network has mainstreamed its activities and these can be handed over to the institutions themselves in line with the embedded model described in paragraph 4 of appendix 1. 

Curriculum development

This has been funded and new ways of cross institutional working have evolved as a consequence. The institutions have been given a 1000 additional students and these are now part of their own baseline.

Staff working in the various curriculum strands have gained invaluable experience and are in a position to consolidate this work with other colleagues in their own schools and faculties. This will continue to be supported and funded by the institutions themselves so that the pan Sussex perspective will continue to evolve. This is perhaps less likely to occur in areas where consultants have been the main drivers of change. 
Progression

The signing of the Sussex Vocational Progression Accord and approval of the first progression agreements marked the point at which the institutions took over supporting this strand of the SLN work. The newly established SVPA Management Group can build up the experience of running the scheme and identifying new areas for agreement during 2007-08. 

Information, Advice and Guidance

The SLN sponsored IAG will be sufficiently developed to be taken over by one or more of the partners. The costs of producing any literature and the maintenance of the Learning Opportunities and Foundation degrees in Sussex part of the existing web site can be transferred to those partners. The resource will be sufficiently well known and used by practitioners so that it won’t require further promotion or marketing.

Staff Development

This can be taken over by the Centre for Teaching and Learning at Brighton University who have been involved with a number of the SLN activities. It could be built into existing or new course delivery, feature as a theme in established conferences, research and publications.
The SLN 

In this model the SLN needn’t continue to exist as a separate entity. The Board can meet less frequently and have oversight of the progression and IAG strands. It can be the focus for possible additional bids to support new areas of work. There will be a need for some staff resource but this is relatively modest and can be absorbed within the existing institutions. 

The informal groupings established under the SLN banner can choose to meet to continue their work. This includes meetings of planners, marketing specialists, HE co-ordinators in FE and IAG agencies. Other areas that could be seen as more experimental such as the Student Network could be built into the provision of a specific college who may wish to maintain and extend it.
Option 2: Continuity

The case for continuity

This option argues that the conditions do yet exist to mainstream the work of the SLN as outlined in option 1 above. It suggests that the partnership is not sufficiently well established to support the level of commitment required to sustain the work in the medium term. Neither has the SLN model had time to demonstrate that it can deliver on such an ambitious agenda. 
The argument here is to follow the precedent set by Higher York and seek a further two years funding from HEFCE to deliver on the full model by August 2010.

Curriculum development

The assumption here is that focusing work on the existing sectors remains the main driver for curriculum development. An alternative might be to review 

those sectors in the light of progress to date but continue to see this as the most effective way of promoting employer engagement and linking FE/HE provision. The additional time would also allow the model to be extended to provide links to the 16-19 diplomas and explore more fully the bite sized approach to delivering work based learning. It is assumed that the SLN would remain as one route through which additional growth in student numbers might be channelled.
Progression

Whilst this initial funding period has established a framework and agreed process for handling progression, more needs to be done to link progression to work based learning, establish a common credit framework and provide evidence of the effectiveness of progression agreements.  The additional time would also permit a closer alignment with progression work being undertaken by other LLNs in the south east region.

Information, Advice and Guidance

The main argument for continuing to develop along the current lines is that there has been, as yet, insufficient time to introduce IAG to the wider network and demonstrate its effectiveness. The possibility to link to the higher level skills for Train to Gain; respond to the post Leitch arrangements for adult learners; link to My future Sussex the on line prospectus for schools and colleges and respond to localised initiatives in the Gatwick Diamond, Hastings and the coastal area requires the sort of advice and guidance which the SLN has pioneered but could develop further. 
Staff Development

The SLN has invested heavily in staff development that seeks to improve the practice of all those supporting vocational learning. It is essentially encouraging the sharing of good practice. It hasn’t yet begun to address how such a programme can be part of the accredited professional development of practitioners in FE and HIM.
The SLN

The SLN would remain as a public facing organisation with a high level Board and a curriculum team as the main support for development during the two year period. The infrastructure it has developed would be maintained. It would need to raise funding of around £2 million in order to continue along this path. This level of funding is only available through a further bid to the Strategic Development Fund. This would only be feasible if HEFCE reversed its current stated policy of not providing on going funding for LLNs. 
Option 3: Change

The case for change

The rationale underpinning this option is that the SLN has mainstreamed some elements of its work but needs to re-focus others to respond more effectively to the challenges being set in the government response to Leitch. Particularly that which relates to raising adult participation at level 4.
The model would continue to exist but with a shift in the emphasis being given to curriculum development. There would be a need for additional funding but for new not continued work and there would be a contribution required from the partners.

Curriculum Development

The change here would be to move away from a reliance on sectors to focus on the development and delivery of a pan Sussex approach to work based learning. Instead of distributing the resource across the institutions to support work in sectors, the SLN would seek to appoint specialists in each institution who could form part of a Sussex wide unit, the Centre for Work and Learning, that would develop a work based curriculum across HE and FE. This would look at re-using as well as developing the existing curriculum to support the work of employer facing brokers in universities and colleges. It would also sustain a number of associate practitioners who would work on specific projects. It is a way of harnessing the experience gained in the SLN curriculum strands and re-directing it to develop capacity both within and across FE/HE institutions. It could also link to any Centres of Excellence that emerge as a result of the review of HEFCE policy on HE in FE.
Progression

In this model the work on progression would be mainstreamed as in option 1 and be less reliant on the work being done in sectors. The SVPA Management Group would not only monitor new and existing agreements but identify other areas where agreements could be developed. There would be some costs associated with servicing the group and buying specialist input where required. 

Information, Advice and Guidance

In this option the work undertaken on IAG would be devolved to a partner or partners to run on behalf of the network. It would continue to maintain paper and web based IAG, promote new progression agreements for learners and intermediaries and be the shop front for the Centre for Work and Learning.
Staff Development

All three aspects of the work of the SLN in this option would be supported by a programme of staff development. The difference here is that it would be funded by a subscription model and not entirely free as now. 

The SLN

The SLN would continue as an organisation. There would be a reduced core team with the resource given over to supporting each of the four areas identified above. The funding would come from the partners to support progression and IAG, with staff development being self funding. The Centre for Work and Learning would require a bid to the Strategic Development Fund which would include a bid for co-funded ASNs.

Option 4: Collaboration
The case for collaboration

This option argues that the SLN is too narrow a base from which to address the more challenging issues of employer engagement. The “narrowness” can come from geography in the sense that what is really needed is a capacity to respond regionally to the challenges thrown up by this whole agenda. Many of the key organisations in this field work regionally and not locally. This would be an argument for more closely aligning the work of the four LLNs in the south east into a regional consortium. They already command a significant resource in that they share a combined three year budget of over £13 million. However moving towards a regional model is probably unrealistic until the other three are at least through their second year. The other “narrowness” can come from the lack of alignment between SLN plans and those of individual institutions in the partnership. This could lead to competing bids under the same funding streams. The question that has to be addressed here is whether the sustainability of the SLN is enhanced by it being part of a larger plan for employer engagement across Sussex. The SLN was borne out of a collaborative process that developed a shared vision of what can be achieved is there scope to take this a stage further?

Curriculum Development

There is no reason why the proposal to create a Centre for Work and Learning in option 3 need not be the SLN contribution to a bigger project. This might link in turn to the Centre for Work and Learning in Kent and the Foundation Direct Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning at the University of Portsmouth. It could therefore serve the continuing needs of building capacity in Sussex by linking to developments elsewhere in the region.
Progression

The development of progression could again move from a more local base to a regional one if the focus were to move to building agreements with employers in the region working in concert with the other LLNs. This would see the SVPA mainstreamed and supported as in option 3 but an additional focus would be on linking up progression across the region. This proposal could be co-developed with HESE. 
Information, Advice and Guidance

This would be owned by a partner who could develop the provision beyond Sussex and again work with regional agencies, including other LLNs, to produce a joint approach to business facing IAG. The recent joint seminar between the AUEE and HESE suggested that this collaborative approach is far more developed in the former than the latter. 

The SLN

This would play a less significant role as elements of the current SLN work took on a more regional perspective. It may mean burying its identity within a larger organisation or project. The issue here is whether local institutions feel there is sufficient to be gained from taking a regional rather than local view of strategic developments over the next three to five years.

Implications for funding and staffing

All four options involve a continued investment in the SLN. Even the first option that deals with closure has costs associated with the transition and maintenance of the key functions. These costs would be borne in most instances by the individual institutions. The second option would require a continued commitment from HEFCE of about £2 million on the basis of the current spend. The third option is funded by a mixed contribution from institutions and HEFCE. The extent of the latter will be determined by the level of resource required to build a pan Sussex capacity to respond to work based learning. The funding for the fourth option could come from a variety of sources depending on the nature of the collaboration.
The issue of staffing is more complex but would need to be determined at an early stage. The SLN contracts nearly fifty staff through its core and curriculum team. It has experienced a relatively stable staffing base for the last eighteen months but this is unlikely to continue as the initial funding begins to run out. None of the options assume continuity for staff but the expertise of that staff have built up in the SLN is one of its key assets. 

Handling discussions about the future of the SLN.
The SLN Board will consider this paper and the comments of the curriculum team and Sustainability Group at its meeting on the 9th November. It next meets on the 13th February 2008. The intervening three month period is when firm proposals will be developed to take forward the preferred option. 
Chris Baker

SLN Director 

16th October 2007

Appendix 1                   HEFCE Guidance on Sustainability

May 2006

Sustainability
1. A number of people have asked us to provide more information on sustainability. All LLNs are required to submit a sustainability strategy as part of their full business case; and following conditions attached to earlier proposals, we now advise LLNs to supply much greater detail. We would expect a proposal to consider in sufficient detail the expected costs of sustaining the LLN after the initial funding period, and how these costs will be met. There are no plans at present to provide ongoing funding for LLNs, and we are keen that LLNs should consider long-term planning and sustainability at an early stage, even if costs are subject to revision.

2. Our approach to sustainability of LLNs is closely integrated with our policy on risk management and evaluation. Because LLNs are a developing area of responsibility for HEFCE, and are not operating under a single model or timescale, good practice will emerge and be developed throughout the initial funding period. The practitioners group will support this approach, and it is anticipated that further advice, and events, will be provided to support LLNs as they reach the end of their funding period.

3. Stemming from their focus on progression, funding for LLNs has primarily been made available to support infrastructure, processes and innovation. Initially this will mean that funding will be used for a number of tasks, which are ‘front loaded’ in terms of costs. 

Examples include:

· initial research, partnership development and capacity building to develop progression agreements (staff, working groups, resources)

· funding the development of e-portfolios, guidance systems, databases, and learner support materials

· training

· funding curriculum development (but not funding courses).

4. We would expect that LLN processes would become embedded within participating institutions. To what extent they are embedded is likely to be the key driver in terms of success and sustainability. For example:

a. Network-wide progression agreements should become part of the ongoing relationship between institutions.

b. Where an LLN has used funding to train staff and restructure existing provision of information, advice and guidance, this should be reflected in institutional staffing commitments.

c. Where an LLN has used funding to develop the curriculum, this resource will continue to be available for institutions to use.

5. Where LLNs identify significant ongoing costs, they will need to be clear how these will be met. Some support may be produced as a result of the additional business generated by the LLN. In part, this will be through the allocation of additional student numbers. Other funding might stem from institutions themselves or from regional agencies and/or other key stakeholders.

6. LLNs have approached sustainability in a number of ways. In Greater Merseyside, sustainability will be achieved through growth in demand; the South West anticipates that a vocational practice unit will be a continuing resource; Linking London and Thames Gateway believe that the LLN will generate income from employers. These are brief examples from wider sustainability strategies, but indicate that a variety of approaches is being taken.

October 2007

7. Our guidance in earlier practitioner updates has been that LLNs should become sustainable by embedding the key elements (progression agreements, curriculum development, improved IAG etc) within normal institutional practices. We would therefore not be expecting LLNs to be set up as a separate incorporated body (or similar). 
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