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Measuring our success: interim report from the NIACE study
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Introduction

At its February 2007 meeting the Board considered the range of activity designed to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of all aspects of the SLN.  

In terms of formal reporting the following have been undertaken since February:-

· Participation in the interim evaluation of LLNs being undertaken by CHERI on behalf of HEFCE. A full report is expected in January 2008.

· Submission of a second year review for HEFCE in October 2007 

· Agreement to conduct peer review with LLNs in Kent and Medway and Higher York. Due to be completed in June 2008.

The Board also agreed to fund a separate project that would take a more qualitative look over a two year period at how those involved in the SLN perceived change and their experience of partnership working. This study is intended both as a contribution to the national evaluation of LLNs as well as a stimulus to writing and publishing about vocational learning. 

The NIACE study

This is a longitudinal study that is based on a series of interviews with the following:-

· Six Board members. Three who have been involved from the planning stages and three who are relatively new to the role and the SLN.

· Four members of the core team

· Six members from the curriculum strands

· Six members of the IAG team.

The interim report captures the main views of participants and this will be followed up by further interviews at a later stage to explore how views have changed towards the end of the funding period.

It will feed in to the proposal for writing about the SLN which will be discussed in the next month. 
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Sussex Learning Network

Qualitative Evaluation of the Sussex Learning Network

Interim report from NIACE on first phase of the project
1.  Introduction 
The Lifelong Learning Network initiative

Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs), launched in 2004, could be described as the flagship project of the Higher Education Funding Council and the Learning and Skills Council (the partners in the Joint Progression Strategy). It is a highly significant national initiative intended to offer a comprehensive new approach to progression and achievement, especially on vocational pathways, and within a lifelong learning context. 

The proposal to establish Lifelong Learning Networks formed part of the Joint Progression Strategy agreed between HEFCE, the Learning and Skills Council and the DfES to advance vocational and workplace progression into and through Higher Education.
   The initiative was clearly framed within the context of a number of critical themes that have featured prominently on the national learning and skills agenda in recent years, including enabling learner progression, skills and employability and the development of higher-level skills.  In turn, these themes respond to fundamental structural changes taking place in the UK labour market.  By 2012, it is estimated that two-thirds of all jobs will require qualifications at level 3 and above; 80% of the 1.7 million new jobs which are expected to be created by 2010 will be in occupations which normally recruit those with higher education qualifications; and the creation of a flexible and responsive workforce is the guiding tenet of policy.
  At the same time, a growing recognition of the need overcome the academic/vocational divide within the post-compulsory English education system and search for answers to the nation’s skills needs from a potentially tertiary perspective has been apparent.

LLNs aim to bring together groups of universities and colleges of further education across a city, area or region, to create new progression opportunities for vocational learners into and through HE that have the same clarity, coherence and certainty as learners on academic pathways have traditionally enjoyed.  In so doing, LLNs should  connect with and draw upon a range of other initiatives and experience, giving each Network a distinctive character and focus.  Articulation with regional and sectoral skills agenda, for example, is expected to take place through the development of relationships with Regional Skills Partnerships and relevant Sector Skills Councils.  The intention has been to build on the best of what already exists.  So, established Foundation Degree partnerships and progression accords that are working well should be retained and strengthened.  Similarly, the strengths of individual Network members, for example as Centres of Vocational Excellence, Centres of Excellence in Teaching and Learning, or research intensive HEIs should be harnessed and developed.  From the outset, it has been both a guiding principle and striking feature of the initiative that LLN planners be not restricted to a single model of development.  Instead, they have been encouraged to base their focus on partnerships and priorities that are already successfully in place, and to draw strength and relevance from local or sectoral experience, need and demand.

And crucially, LLNs are envisaged as, ‘learner centred and learner driven, … on a scale and with a variety of provision that no single provider can offer.’  Although LLNs are framed primarily as structures to support progression for vocational learners, the vision they are intended to express is more ambitious and far-reaching: to locate flexible, student-centred participation in HE, ‘within a commitment to lifelong learning, ensuring that learners have access to a range of progression opportunities so that they can move between different kinds of vocational and academic programmes as their interests, needs and abilities develop.’ 
  It invites the clear possibility of active re-engagement, both lifelong and life-wide, for adult learners in the learning opportunities available across the tertiary sector.  

Substantial funding has been allocated to establishing LLNs.  Prospective LLNs have been invited to submit business plans for approval, with those that are successful each receiving on average £3 million over three years to fund the establishment of the Network.  The first LLNs became operational in 2005.  At the time of writing there are twenty-eight LLNs with three years’ funding.  Two further Networks have secured development funding for one year in the first instance.  Together, the LLNs encompass around 120 HEIs and over 280 FECs, cover fourteen vocational subject areas and have achieved almost complete geographical coverage.
  

In pursuit of their particular objectives, all LLNs are required to attend to the following three specific activities:

· Curriculum development to facilitate progression; 

· Information, advice, guidance and learner support systems that allow LLNs to engage, and track, students in the context of lifelong learning opportunities;

· The production of network-wide progression agreements underpinned by agreements on credit.

A three-phase evaluation strategy (both of individual LLNs and of the initiative as a whole) has been implemented by HEFCE, beginning with interim and peer evaluation during 2007, followed by summative evaluation at the end of the funding period in 2009.
  In addition, a network to support practitioners and others working within LLNs has been established.  The LLN National Forum provides an environment for the exchange of information and sharing of practice.

2.    Sussex Learning Network
Sussex Learning Network (SLN) was among the very first LLNs to be awarded full funding.  Led by the University of Brighton, it became operational in September 2005.  Its partners include the University of Sussex, University of Chichester, Open University in the South, Northbrook College, further education and sixth-form colleges, local training providers and information, advice and guidance agencies.  

Seven curriculum areas will be delivered by SLN: 

· Arts and creative media;

· Biosciences;

· Community Practice;

· Computing and e-learning; 

· Health and social care;

· Sport and leisure;

· Travel, tourism and retail.

The following organisational structure has been developed to enable the work of the SLN:

	Structure
	Roles and responsibilities

	SLN Board
	Responsible for providing strategic direction and sound governance to the SLN, so that it delivers on its business plan and is sustainable beyond the initial three years.  Represents the various networks in Sussex that have a direct interest in promoting vocational learning in HE and FE.  

	Core team
	Consists of director, deputy director, co-ordinator, information officer, staff development officer and administrative assistant.  All full time.  Responsible for managing the SLN and its activities.  

	Curriculum groups
	Seven groups, responsible for the development of each of the curriculum areas.  Consult with CoVEs, SSCs and other professional bodies.  Each group is led by a representative of the curriculum team.

	IAG project team
	Works across the curriculum groups to develop IAG resources.

	e-learning project team
	Works across the curriculum groups to develop e-learning resources.

	Curriculum team
	Comprises the core team and the lead representatives from the curriculum groups.  Lead representatives are seconded from HE and FE providers to work part time for the SLN.

	Working groups
	A range of groups focussing on the SLNs cross curricular themes such as progression, marketing, IAG and staff development.


In its First Year Report, the SLN identified a range of activities that had been successfully undertaken.  These included:

· The creation of a recognisable brand whose claim to the ‘network of networks’ is more widely understood;

· Building an infrastructure that engages the principal stakeholders in all aspects of its activity;

· Recruiting staff and establishing the LLN’s structure;

· Conducting a joint marketing campaign to promote recruitment to vocationally related HE;

· Establishing effective working relationships with all the main providers to enable planning of student numbers, recruitment, progression and tracking to be implemented in 2006-7;

· Creating a website for the Network (www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk);

· Establishing links with neighbouring LLNs in the South East.

It was also acknowledged that more work remained to be done in some areas that will be fundamental to the success of the SLN.  It had yet to be recognised as an organisation that benefits learners and employers and was valued by the educational community, and ownership was not equally shared by all HE and FE partners.  In addition, an effective link was still to be established between the work of the SLN curriculum groups and the planning processes within and between HE and FE partners.

3.  What NIACE was asked to do
NIACE was approached by the Sussex Learning Network (SLN) Director and invited to prepare a proposal for a project to evaluate the work of the Network. The SLN is one of the earliest  - if not actually the first – of the established LLNs, and is thus well placed to be the subject of what would be the first evaluative project of the national LLN initiative. It will thus have a twofold purpose: 

1. to offer evaluation of the Network as it develops over the period 2006-8, including formative assessment to inform and assist the Network’s development.

2. to inform research and events both by the Sussex LN and more widely to for research and dissemination across the LLN movement as it develops, thus putting the Sussex LN at the forefront of research and dissemination across the LLN movement.

The project aims to provide a complex picture of the SLN as it develops over the period of the Plan.  This picture will be built up of analysis at a number of key points as the Plan takes effect, based on perceptions of the developing SLN of the key stakeholders: Foundation Group and Board members, core staff and the various curriculum teams. The overall aim is to provide a qualitative and formative evaluation to complement the formal requirements of both the SLN Board and of the Higher Education Funding Council (HEFCE). Further, the project aims to encourage members of the SLN at all levels to engage actively in the project and in the debates and dissemination which it engenders.

The perceptions (understanding, ownership, views of effectiveness against objectives and targets) are to be measured by working with three groups at differing stages of the two year period:

i. Key stakeholders and partners: Foundation Group and Board members, core staff and the various curriculum teams; their perceptions at the start and at agreed stages until the end of the period.

ii. Curriculum groups: to drill down into the work of one or more curriculum groups to assess successes, issues and progress in key areas: partnership working, curriculum development, employer engagement and the building of progression accords.

iii. Cross partnership working: to conduct a critical analysis of an area of the SLN’s work which operates across the partnership (for example IAG)

The project provides a valuable base for dissemination through the SLN’s annual conferences and publications, and more widely for the SLN’s contribution to the general evolution of the LLN project across England. Further areas of analysis could be followed up, and a major publication (perhaps through NIACE) could be the end product. There will be wide interest in this project throughout the developing LLN community of practice.

The project draws on the very extensive experience and expertise within NIACE in the general field of evaluation, and on NIACE’s particular experience of working with HEFCE on the development of the Lifelong Learning Networks. 

The project aims to maintain a dialogue with the SLN throughout, to assess progress and engage with emerging issues, and thus to help SLN’s ongoing development. 

4.   Our approach
The project aims to establish a three dimensional picture of the SLN as it develops through its initial two year operational phase.  Key to this picture will be the perceptions of the key participants in the network – their hopes, expectations, concerns.

The first phase of the project has the working title of ‘Perceptions of Change’, to reflect the initial perceptions of the various individuals, groups and organisations in the initial period of the SLN, in effect from conception to birth as an operational partnership. This phase has taken the form of a series of interviews over the period May-June 2007. Interviews have been organised to provide a three-dimensional picture of the emerging SLN, with the first round completed with 

· members of the SLN Board

· Curriculum team

· Core SLN Staff

· The IAG team

The aim of the interviews was to establish a view of the SLN through the eyes and experience of those individuals most closely engaged with it, as it emerges from a necessarily lengthy initiating and set-up period. In order to capture the range of perceptions, and the essentially qualitative nature of the research, interviews were semi-structured, with much space for free-ranging discussion.

5.     Findings from the first phase of the project

Members of the SLN Board

The interviews with members of the SLN Board were arranged to include: 

1.  those who were members of the original planning group  - later the Foundation Group -  tasked with the initial vision for the Network and with the production of a strategy and business case for submission to HEFCE for funding, and 

2. members of the Board who had joined at a later date once the SLN was in existence.

Interviews with SLN Board members
A sample of members of the Foundation Group members were interviewed (May 2007). Each represented a facet of the original vision of the SLN, ranging from guidance and access to providers and employers. Each had valuable and substantial experience of the earliest days of the national LLN initiative and of the Sussex context, including the existing Sussex networks. (In the text that follows quotations are from the interviews.)

Opening perceptions of the Lifelong Learning Network initiative and the Sussex context?

Recollections of the earliest discussions reflect the view, commonly held in recent years, which could be crudely defined as  ‘yet another initiative’, provoking the reaction: ‘what can we get out of it?’ Inevitably for a HEFCE-funded initiative (though the LSC is a partner) it was university senior managers who were first alerted, and it could fairly be said that their first reaction was to see this as a potential large sum of money to be acquired and distributed through the existing partnerships. This view was reinforced by the good F/HE networks already existing within Sussex, which could be presented as more-or-less fitting the LLN criteria. Resistance to creating yet another network within a county already highly networked was another driver for this opening attitude. The drive to ‘get in early’ in the bidding for funds was thus largely – at the outset – for pragmatic rather than visionary reasons.

Those who joined the Board at a later date confirm this initial view, and their own later participation was in some cases the result of initial scepticism. One spoke of a feeling of ‘horror’ at the idea of several million pounds being used in ‘getting networks to speak to each other’ when so much could be achieved by direct use of the funding to tackle skill shortages and improve provision to students. Another had experience in another region of the setting up of a LLN where the FE college was ‘excluded’.  A further view was that the LLN project was an expensive and wasteful way to achieve better articulation of employers and providers.

Thus the opening perceptions were twofold: first, that this was a national policy initiative which was unnecessary in Sussex given the excellence and maturity of existing networks, and consequently, second, that this new funding should be accessed as quickly as possible for distribution to institutions.

Developing perceptions

This initial mix of scepticism and opportunism (incidentally by no means confined to Sussex) was, however, short lived. As soon as work began on the business case to be submitted to HEFCE, the partners began to see real potential for something worth 

developing in its own right. It is a tribute to the strength of the existing networks, and the personal relationships already well established between individuals, that the new set of perceptions emerged: that here was an opportunity to build on networks and to create an ‘overarching partnership’ which had real ambitions. Board members also warmly acknowledged the contribution of the SLN Director in fostering this positive approach. As one interview put it ’the spirit of partnership was abroad’, and in the words of another there developed ‘a sense of real commitment, to making a difference and ‘getting things done’ as opposed to ‘yet more networking’. The test would be better engagement with business and employers, and providing further progression options for existing students and more importantly opportunities for students not yet in the system.

A striking aspect of the responses from interviewees was that in this emerging stage of the ‘spirit of partnership’ there was from the outset a belief in contributing to the network at least as much as benefiting from it. At his inaugural speech at the SLN Launch event the Director had paraphrased J. F. Kennedy: ‘ask not what the SLN can do for you, but what can you do for the SLN’ and in the event this fine rhetorical flourish was borne out by the Board members’ own strong sense of commitment.  

Making a difference?

That the SLN will ‘make a difference’ in Sussex was not disputed, and early examples of new provision (with additional HE numbers), and enhanced relationships were referred to by Board members (reiterated by other interviewees). The emergence of progression accords – both strategic and local to subjects - was again adduced as good evidence of the progress towards the SLN’s goals. The pre-existing networks, especially FE/HE, were matched by the already good engagement with the business sector, and employer engagement in the SLN was viewed confidently. The level of business engagement is higher than in many LLNs, incidentally, owing much to the highly developed business networks, and to the good working relations between employers and many parts of the college/HE sectors.  Much optimism was expressed about the SLN as facilitator of new and creative opportunities – for qualifications, progression, and for work based learning.

Partnership

There is a large number of partners, from a wide range of sectors and cultures. It is again a tribute to the SLN that such a range is represented at Board level.  The Open University’s position in this (or indeed any) LLN as a national, open access and distance learning university had been somewhat difficult to establish, but was now clear, with the OU leading for the SLN on two areas where it has manifest strengths: online learning and Information, Advice and Guidance. 

Board members who are business-oriented rather than educational providers are very much of the view that their familiarity with the culture and indeed language of employers brings a great deal to the Network. The cultural differences between business and education were strongly expressed: educational providers do not understand the measure of frustration businesses feel when trying to make meaningful contact with, say, a university about a given subject area, and this can appear as careless or wilful. The language differences between the business and education cultures was also stressed: one interviewee engagingly saying that being ‘bilingual’ in the two languages was an asset he could bring to the SLN. This capacity to bridge the ‘two cultures’ of business and education will be a strength to the SLN given the rapidly increasing policy emphasis on ‘business facing’ HE provision.

Issues?

A  number of issues were identified as still to address, or as emerging as the Network evolved.  The nature of the relationship between some partners was referred to (though not as a cause for concern); questions of meeting targets for additional numbers; issues of potential competition; geographical issues such as relationships beyond the county of Sussex, and especially of the concentration of SLN partners and thus activity in the coastal areas, and the need for some rebalancing with regard especially to the Crawley conurbation. 

Sustainability

This issue was noted by all. The SLN was already at the mid point in the initial funded period, and for progress to be maintained there would be the need for continuing resources beyond Additional Student Numbers from HEFCE and fee income from students. All Board members were of the view that the SLN should have a viable future, but that it was unlikely that it would be self-sustaining in its present form by the end of the two year operational phase.

Summary

The Board members were extremely positive in their view of the SLN. It was a partnership which offered real and distinctive benefits to the communities of Sussex, to the constituencies of learners and to the organisations and institutions which the Board members represented. A valuable ‘pre-history’ of the Network was gained through the interviews with Board members. 

The perceptions of the teams: IAG, Curriculum, Core Staff

There was inevitably a qualitative difference between the views of the Board and those of the three teams. This arises because the team members are all more or less employees of the SLN, many brought into the Network as it began operations (and therefore not long in post at the time of the interviews), and so engagement is seen from the point of view of employee, not stakeholder. Individuals do, of course, have much other and previous experience which adds to their role in the SLN. Perceptions of the SLN from the teams are therefore much more limited in scope to the teams’ area of work, and questions of how well the structure of the network aids/hinders what they are trying to achieve.

The teams:

Information Advice and Guidance Team

HEFCE identifies IAG as of critical importance to a Lifelong Learning Network (see 1 above). It is further stressed that if the LLN is to offer more and different participation and progression the IAG service must be tailored to the new learners, and not simply a ‘borrowing’ of existing IAG systems from, for example, Aimhigher or Connexions.

Interviews with the SLN IAG team took place on 8 May 2007, at the Open University Regional Office, in the form of an extended open discussion with the whole team. The team gave a full explanation of their role and their method of working.

The team is largely drawn from the Open University and employs an ‘OU’ style in its method of working, drawing on much experience of wide-ranging needs, backgrounds and personal circumstances of learners. The development of the IAG website  - drawing again on the OU role in the SLN online environment - is pivotal to their operation. 

The team is broadly positive about its role and the achievability of its aims. Issues they raise include:

Geography: 

Situated in East Grinstead they are at a distance geographically from the other SLN teams.  This places importance on the quality of the communications, especially through the website.

Lines of communication:

With other teams 

The team produce materials, but they communicate with IAG professionals and not with learners direct. This puts the burden of direct guidance to learners in the hands of those IAG professionals, and places the IAG team at one remove. This does generate some friction - perhaps not much – but enough to be mentioned by members of other teams. There is an issue of ‘boundaries’ of working between IAG and the Curriculum team, for example, since guidance will inevitably be a mix of generic and curriculum-specific.

With other organisations

Communication with other organisations is variable. This is sometimes the case with Aimhigher, for example, despite good working relations with Aimhigher in general. Communication with employers is again variable. Development of employer links is recognised as important and the team are seeking to enhance employer information on the website and on SLN partners’ websites. 

Curriculum Team

The Curriculum team met with the researcher on one of their team days, and contributed a very useful insight into their work and their view of the working of the SLN from their point of view as academic staff embedded in providers. It was clearly critically important that they were both embedded but also explicitly funded by SLN for their fractional posts, since this was attractive to their institutions (college and universities alike) and provided a standpoint for them to conduct their work for SLN.

Members of the Curriculum team were somewhat divided in their view of the ‘team’ as such. All were fully committed and positive about their own role in the SLN curriculum project, and saw their location in the university/college as key to this, as was their high degree of local knowledge, which included good employer relations, and in their view best served the students who themselves were local. They found the effect of the pairing in a curriculum area between, say, a college and a university was highly beneficial to both the work and to their own academic development. 

The uncertainty was about the effectiveness of the ‘team’. Workload and geography militated against organised whole team meeting/events, and the effort and commitment to do this was of questionable added value.

Employer Engagement is as to be expected an issue for the Curriculum Team. ‘Getting employers on board is tough and slow, but improving’ was one comment  Employers should be involved in new curriculum, especially Foundation Degrees. Some good progress was being made in engaging employers in course design and, for example, in innovative incentives for employer engagement in assessment. There was also good development of work placements in health and fitness and similarly in travel and tourism. 

Other issues included some anxiety about competition for curriculum ‘leadership’ in Sussex from, for example, a college that had COVE status in an area in which it was not the curriculum lead. There was also a murmur (no more) about the role of the core team: ‘they should do things for us and not tell us how to do it’ was one observation. There was a perception (not by all) that the core team should now appoint a specialist on employer engagement.

Core staff

This group – CB plus his administrative team – works at the SLN centre and is perhaps closest to Network and its objectives.  Each member has a clear view of their own place in the Network, and is in a position to take a broader perspective of the SLN as an entity. 

The perceptions of the core team of the SLN as a whole were positive, and clearly the progress achieved by the Board at its meeting of 25th April, where real progress in drafting progression accords was made , had been in their view evidence of a step-change in the SLN’s development into full operational reality. 

There were interesting views by this team on the issue of sustainability of the SLN. 

Issues identified ranged from concerns that many academic staff in partner institutions still too readily assume the stereotype of the learner as young school-leaver, to larger issues of the sustainability of the SLN itself.  All agreed the SLN needed to have a future beyond the current funded period, but felt that the changes in organisational and working practices to achieve this and consolidate the Network could take five years rather than two.  Team members were very committed in approaches to financial sustainability, with a view to securing the SLN’s future.

Conclusion

The first phase of this project has revealed many interesting and informative perspectives on the SLN. From the initial announcement of the LLN project by HEFCE in 2004, and the understandably pragmatic reaction  - shaped by experience of other funded initiatives such as the NHS University, UfI, and the ‘e-university’ – of securing the funding and making use of it to support existing partnerships and provision, to the emergence of a genuine vision of a network which transcended the existing relationships – indeed with the Biblical resonance of the ‘network of networks’  - was a remarkably rapid process, reflecting the quality of those existing relationships, the commitment of the initial partners in the Foundation Group, and the organisational and negotiating skills of the SLN team.

Inevitably issues and concerns were raised by the interviewees. The SLN is a large and complex organisation, covering a large county. Two issues are perhaps worth identifying in this interim report:

Information Advice and Guidance

There is no doubt that the IAG team are expert and committed, and have much experience to contribute, drawing on the OU’s strengths in both student support and online delivery. It is managed by a single partner in the Network, and the question arose at various points in the interviews as to how well integrated IAG is in the SLN as a whole, and how well the team links to the IAG provision of the partners.

Employer engagement

There is no doubt that at strategic level the SLN is very well positioned to engage with business and employers, and much confidence was expressed by Board members. This was not always the perception at all levels, however, and in, for example, the curriculum team there were varying views on how to achieve effective employer engagement. At curriculum level there is very good local practice based on relations of trust with employers in given subject areas – for example a college with long-standing good relations with local companies or service providers who genuinely valued the relationship and the quality of students they encountered on placements.

The view was expressed that there was a need for better linkage between the strategic and the operational approach to employer engagement.

6. General conclusion and the next phase of the project

Of the many impressions gained – of which this interim report includes an illustrative if substantial sample - some of the most telling are those which a quantitative evaluation would not uncover. The predominant perception by the Board members is of a partnership to which each member contributes, in the belief that both their own organisation and the interests of learners will be the beneficiaries. 

The second phase of the project will focus on ‘Delivering Change’ and aims to be complete by the end of March 2008. It will comprise a follow-up round of interviews and ongoing interaction with the Board, IAG, Curriculum and staff groups, and follow the developing SLN through the experiences and perceptions of the various groups. A particular focus of this next phase will be to examine the SLN as a partnership which transcends its individual members, and will seek to draw conclusions about what really makes for success in a partnership.

Finally, thanks are due to the members of the Board and staff of SLN for their generous participation in this research project.

Bill Jones

Helen Plant

September 2007

Action: The Board is asked to comment on the interim report prepared by Bill Jones and Helen Plant from NIACE
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