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Employer engagement in the Sussex Learning Network: a note for HEFCE  
 Introduction                  

Employer engagement is one of the key priorities for the SLN. It appeared as strand 3 in the original Proposal and Business Plan and is section 1.4 in the current Two Year Delivery Plan. 
This short paper is intended to be provide an update on the latter. 
Background

In moving from the Proposal and Business Plan, which is now almost three years old, to the Delivery Plan there has been a change of emphasis which reflects both internal and external factors. This change has led to a broadening of the coverage of our employer engagement work. The business case focussed on a narrower definition of employer engagement built around continuing professional development, and envisaged significant growth in CPD numbers, to be funded by HEFCE. 
Both documents conceive of the role of the SLN as adding value to existing employer-facing activity. This was in keeping with the original conception of the SLN as a “network of networks.” However, the Proposal and Business Plan described this as a ‘long term vision’ and therefore by implication, its full realisation lay beyond the initial three-year funding period.
The details of the Proposal and Business Plan were revised following two   Hefce decisions.  This included the work to be done under the ‘CPD for employers/employees’ strand. First, the SLN was awarded £3 million and not the £3.5 million set out in the document, and had to adjust levels of activity accordingly. Secondly, the SLN did not get the additional student numbers envisaged in the document (which included 400 for CPD (employer related) and 225 Masters level modules, some of which would also have been employer-related. It therefore had to look carefully at how the demands of a diverse and large curriculum were to be met with a reduced injection of funded growth. 
This led in turn to the SLN making two decisions. The first was to be more cautious at the outset than envisaged in the original document about funding large numbers of posts beyond the core team. The second was to integrate employer engagement and continuing professional development within the role of curriculum teams themselves. This was intended to make the curriculum work supported by the SLN as a whole more demand-led and responsive to the needs of employers and employees.
The new operating context

Alongside the shifts in emphasis consequent upon a different funding model, there has been significant change in the operating context caused by the increase in employer engagement activity in the County during the period since the business case was written. In a context where the overall aim of the Network is about achieving its objectives by realising the ’network of networks’, this has been a significant factor. 

For example, the Action4 Business network of colleges has grown, as has the number of CoVEs;  the level of brokerage of activity has increased enormously through HEIF and other funding streams. For example, the University of Brighton has fifteen Business Development Managers of its own. More recently, Train to Gain brokers have been appointed and the Sector Skills Councils have also increased their presence. This has made the picture far more complex, and this is unlikely to get any simpler as HESE, SEEDA, Fdf and Hefce itself are all continuing to encourage and fund further projects aimed at testing different approaches to and components of employer engagement. 
In this climate the SLN has therefore chosen not to put yet more people into a crowded field but to focus its efforts on drawing developments together.  
Drawing activity together
This process of “drawing activity together” has the following features:-

· ensuring that the employer voice is fully engaged in the curriculum development work that forms the core of the SLN endeavour and which underpins delivery of the funded growth  

· strengthening the employer voice on the Board via the membership of Sussex Enterprise and the Sussex Skills for Productivity Alliance

· engaging employers directly in the work of the seven curriculum teams.

· providing information and advice that is directed towards the needs of employers and those advising them

· liaising with the TUC in the SE, Unionlearn and individual unions about the role which they and their representatives can play in promoting progression

· establishing a separate strand of activity to reflect the needs of the voluntary and community sector 

· bringing employers and educational practitioners together in a range of staff development activities

· building a network of HE/FE practitioners who are working on employer engagement

These developments over time will provide the basis for a coherent approach to employer facing activity in higher education across Sussex. 
Next steps

The SLN in its next phase of development intends to build on this work in the following ways:
· providing a workable plan for the future of brokerage that will link  together all those delivering direct to employers with a clear picture of what higher education can and does offer in Sussex. This work is being undertaken with funding from LSC Sussex between May and October 2007 and will form part of the sustainability plan for the SLN

· developing a link with the main HE/FE providers around the cross-cutting theme of leadership and management in the workplace. Work is planned to develop an integrated approach to CPD for employers and employees using this theme as a way of working across entire organisations and sectors. This is being undertaken under the auspices of the Sussex Skills for Productivity Alliance and funding is being sought from SEEDA. This work is expected to be undertaken by the end of November 2007
· working on a range of projects that engage directly with employers about their demand for higher education. These include a study of graduate recruitment and retention in the West Sussex Coastal strip; projects in engineering (Hastings); fashion design (Northbrook); and Digital media (Brighton), key economic sectors 

· sponsoring a study by the Collaborative Training Centre at the University of Brighton to test the feasibility of a work-based top-up to an honours degree

· investigating, through its e-learning team, the uses which can be made of blended learning in developing accessible work-based delivery
· investigating with the Sussex HEIs how the work of the SLN and of individual institutions can be further extended and made more coherent, in the context of Hefce’s recent invitation to seek SDF funding to develop employer engagement. 
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