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Sussex Learning Network: planning for sustainability


1. Introduction 

This note has been written to provide background about the context in which sustainability is being considered, gives some background about the SLN and ends with some very general questions about the major issues for the network to consider.

2. Planning for sustainability

The SLN Board has recognised the need to begin planning for sustainability at an early stage. It has agreed to a process that will enable decisions to be taken by the end of 2007. This is fully eight months before the end of the initial three year funding period. It has started this process by convening a Sustainability sub group and commissioning an initial piece of research from Papworth Research and Consultancy.

The SLN was amongst the first LLNs to be funded. The majority have funding to either 2009 or 2010. The only exception to date is Higher York which was funded for two years at the same time as the SLN and has been given a further two years funding. The national evaluation of LLNs which is just getting underway with an initial survey of eight LLNs is unlikely to provide a summary of the initiative as a whole until 2009-10. This means decisions about sustainability will need to be made without any recourse to evidence about the viability or otherwise of the initiative as a whole. Secondly, the SLN is committed to a Two Year Delivery Plan the outcomes of which will not all be known by the end of this year. So decisions are being made not just locally but also on the basis of the potential which the SLN has demonstrated for pan Sussex collaboration. 

3. The national policy context

Having said that, the policy context certainly offers support for a continuation of the work the SLN has been developing. The soon to be announced implementation plans for the Leitch proposals, foreshadowed in the creation of the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, point towards a commitment to support, if not fund, the growth of higher education directed at the adult workforce. Progression for learners on the 14 to 19 diplomas will also be high on the agenda. The changes in the relationship between FE and HE is also likely to have an impact on the delivery of vocationally orientated higher education. Within this same time frame separate but not unrelated decisions will be made about the future funding of Aimhigher and Foundation degree forward.

4. The SLN model

LLNs are seen as a “bottom up” initiative where local or in some instances regional or national consortia have been allowed to construct proposals to suit their needs and circumstances. They therefore all look very different despite sharing a common set of goals. It is worth briefly considering the characteristics of the SLN as a model. It has the following features:-

· 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 appended.

· It has developed the curriculum in one of two ways. Either by the direct investment in new 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. A management group is being established that will report direct to the Board. In many respects this is the first tangible evidence of sustainability for the SLN.

· 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. This will remain in place for the remainder of the funding period until August 2008. 

This model isn’t sacrosanct and could easily be de-constructed into three distinct parts which relate to the curriculum, the further development of progression and support for vocational learning. The former would need to have a more specific focus and be far less well resourced but build on the expertise developed by the existing curriculum team. The progression framework is already in place and can be sustained in a relatively straightforward way by the institutions themselves operating under the SLN banner. The bigger question centres around support for vocational learning and the need to maintain a service that meets the needs of employers, potential and existing learners and the large numbers of staff who support vocational learning in institutions and the workplace. 

5. Funding 

The SLN has been funded for three years by HEFCE with a budget of just over £3million. It has also benefited form contributions in kind from members of the network. Further funding from HEFCE cannot be ruled in or ruled out. 

However it cannot be assumed that any further funding from this source will be maintained at its present level. Secondly, it is not unreasonable to look at different sources of funding for elements of the SLN. For example reduced funding could be sought for a reduced curriculum development strand based say around work place learning and teaching. Alternatively, the progression framework could be maintained on the basis of contributions in kind from the institutions. The support for vocational learning could be co-funded by the networks represented on the Board. This could include taking on responsibility for distinct aspects of the SLN such as Information, Advice and Guidance or marketing. Any changes to funding also throw into question the type of organisation that would be required to carry the SLN forward in the next three to five years.

6. Identifying the issues

This paper has been written to start a debate about sustainability and not curtail it. So the questions which may need to be asked and answered are as follows:-

· What is the case for sustainability for the SLN?

· What evidence is required to support the case for sustainability and is it available?

· How should the SLN evolve over the next three to five years?

· How would sustainability improve the capacity of Sussex based institutions to respond to the post Leitch agenda? 

· What would the organisation of the SLN look like three years from now?

· How should sustainability be resourced?

· How do we present the argument for sustainability to the “network of networks”?
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The Board is asked to note the first report from sustainability group and add their comments to the paper on planning for sustainability
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