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Sussex Learning Network: The first six months

Introduction

At its last meeting the Foundation Group considered a report of the first two months operation of the Network (SLN reference). This paper brings the picture up to date and summarises the progress made in implementing the plans agreed with HEFCE.

It will, together with a financial commentary, also serve as the basis of the first monitoring report required by the funding council. A more substantial report will be required in September 2006.

Implementing the Plan

The Network Proposal and Business Plan, submitted to HEFCE in November 2004, has provided the blueprint for development. At an early stage however there have been a number of changes which impact on the way the plan will be delivered. These are as follows:-

· The level of funding was reduced by nearly 500k from the original bid and activity has been adjusted accordingly.

· The number of additional student numbers given to the Network, 625 new FTEs, although significant, is below the number of learners targeted in the plan. Furthermore, these have been awarded for two years and not three as originally envisaged.

· With the approval of the Foundation Group, the core staffing of the SLN has been adjusted to create a smaller team than originally envisaged. This is intended to allow more resource to be given to support curriculum development and to contract members of the Network on specific tasks and projects. It is also likely to create an option that is more sustainable in the longer term option for continuing the work of the Network beyond the initial period of funding.

All of the above have had an impact on the way the budget is constructed and this is explained in the accompanying financial commentary that is appended to this paper.

Establishing the Network
The creation of a “network of networks” is a complex business. During this set-up period there have been a range of activities undertaken to promote both the concept and give it a more substantial presence across Sussex. The core team are now based at the Innovation Centre at the University of Sussex and have access to good quality accommodation and meeting/conference facilities. The appointment of the staff to the team has been a protracted process. In addition to the Director who has been in post since 1st September there is now an Administrator (from mid December 05); an Information Officer (from mid January 06) in March they will be joined by a Deputy Director with responsibility for student number planning, progression and credit frameworks and a Staff Development Officer. It is a strong staff team who will have an immediate impact. 

During this period all of the twenty four organisations who provided support for the Network have been contacted, met and involved either directly or through intermediaries in discussions about the role of the emerging organisation. By and large this has been a positive process with people being happy to engage in dialogue about the bases for working within the Network. Understandably, the concerns, where they have been expressed, have been about potential for overlap or duplication of effort or a wish to have a clearer and detailed picture from the outset of what the Network will actually deliver. 

During this formative stage a number of significant developments have taken place which will help shape the future direction of the Network. These are as follows:-

· The LSC in Sussex has taken a lead in both funding, supporting and promoting a range of organisations which link the skills agenda with employers and providers of further education and training. Amongst these are FE Sussex; The Sussex Council of Training Providers; the Sussex Skills for Productivity Alliance; the Sussex Skills Strategy Group; Skills for Life Development Centre and Sussex Enterprise. These pan Sussex organisations are a particularly effective way of linking further and higher education. They have also helped to create a strong network of Action for Business Colleges and COVES which are ideally placed to work within the curriculum areas being prioritised by the Network. The core team of the SLN are actively engaged with these organisations. One concern here is that the changes taking place in the LSC itself do not adversely impact upon this skills network. The emerging role of Sector Skills Councils will also have a bearing on these developments.

· The relationship between Aimhigher and Lifelong Learning Networks has been highlighted in the HEFCE guidance provided for the development of the former up to 2006-08.  In Sussex the work of Aimhigher is being reviewed in the light of the anticipated reduction in funding. This has provided an opportunity to seriously look at how the two initiatives, for which Brighton University is the lead institution, can work together. This could entail joint planning, closer professional working, joint appointments and working on sharing resources. In addition, the governance and management of both may well be brought closer together. This will be particularly important as the new vocational qualifications begin to be introduced into schools and a new prospectus for 14 to 19 year olds is piloted.

· The majority of the additional student numbers allocated to the SLN is for the development of new or existing Foundation Degrees (FDs). Given this emphasis a good deal of preparation has gone into laying the groundwork for the curriculum teams. A productive dialogue has been opened up with Foundation Degree Forward (fdf) to enable them to make an input to any planned development. Secondly, a small project, funded by Aimhigher, is looking to research the background to the existing FDs in Sussex. This will provide information that will enable them to be linked to a web site that encourages employers and apprentices to see them as relevant progression route. In addition it will provide information for those planning to develop further FDs in the future. 

· The task of mapping provision and making it accessible to learners and those advising them is not straightforward. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, getting information in a useable form is not easy. Secondly, a good deal of mapping has already gone on at a local and regional level. So there are a number of different initiatives taking place. For example, the Routeways Project in Eastbourne or the Learning Highway developed by Aimhigher in Surrey. It is critical that the Network build on and from these initiatives rather than going over old ground. To this end the SLN has had discussions with Connexions and SCPT, as well as the three Learning Partnerships, about linking to the work already underway on the 14-19 Prospectus. Here the SLN can build in an HE element and therefore make what is produced available to a wider audience. The SLN will also map the six priority curriculum areas that as a prelude to developing progression pathways and a progression accord across each of the subject areas. This will also be a link to new ways to market courses. 

· Another area where the Network needs to avoid unnecessary duplication is in the planning and allocation of student numbers to different institutions within the Network. There is a need to maintain careful dialogue with the lead HEIs to ensure that there is a shared understanding of how planned provision is evolving at an institutional and network level. The most obvious cases in point are the partner Colleges of Brighton University and the University Centre at Hastings. 

Developing the major strands

The Business Plan identifies seven strands of activity as the basis for making the Network a reality. Central to these is the effort needed to create additional learning opportunities and revitalise the current learning infrastructure. These opportunities fall in the six discipline/skill sectors that are identified as being of importance to the regional economy. In each instance a lead institution or institutions have been identified. A good deal of effort in this first phase has therefore  been devoted to working with staff in those five institutions to establish a process and plans for curriculum development which will be at the heart of the Network’s development over the next two years. Many of the academic staff concerned had not previously been directly engaged in the discussions about the potential which the Network offered. Establishing a shared understanding of its purpose, the distinctive nature of collaborative planning within the SLN and getting specific proposals written has taken time. 

To date four of the areas, health and social care; creative arts and media; sport and travel, retail and tourism have submitted proposals for funding from the Network. These will all begin work in March/April. Discussions are on-going in the two remaining sectors, bio-sciences and computing. Proposals will be coming to the May meeting of the Foundation Group. This means that all the curriculum areas will be operational in the first year. Together with the core staff they will constitute the Network Curriculum Team and will be the driving force for progress on the other strands related to mapping, progression and credit transfer, employer engagement and staff development. It is anticipated that a third of the total funding, approximately £1 million, will go directly to support curriculum development across HE/FE.

There are three further developments within the curriculum strand which are worth noting at this juncture. The business plan stressed the relevance of the voluntary and community sectors both as participants in the Network as well as the drivers of regeneration in a number of deprived areas. Discussions have been held with Brighton and Sussex Universities about how the work being done with these sectors can be taken forward under the umbrella of the SLN. The implication being that it could become a separate curriculum strand in its own right. 

A decision was taken, at an early stage, to review the range of provision designed to “bridge” learners in to higher education. A group comprising representatives from the OCN, WEA, OU and Continuing Education at Sussex are reviewing that provision. They will bring forward proposals that include testing the feasibility of new vocational access routes; using short courses to promote new pathways and developing open source web- based resources to support vocational learners. Finally, a review of the skills priorities undertaken for the Foundation Group shows that there are potentially other sectors, for example, construction, which could be explored if there is a clear demand for higher level skills.

Developing the Network
In addition to developing the curriculum, the Network, through the Foundation Group, is beginning to look how the organisation as a whole moves forward. A review process is being agreed that will see proposals for the future development of the SLN being put to a two day Network Conference being held on the 21st and 22nd June 2006. 

This conference will primarily serve as a show case for the work being done by the SLN and its many partners. The other external influence on the work of the SLN will be the contacts it establishes with other Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNS). Discussions have already taken place with the emerging LLNs in Hampshire and Kent and Medway. The Director has also agreed to be a member of the national steering group that will act as a focal point for the sharing of good practice. In addition, there has been some exploration of the role of national LLNs like those for the arts and veterinary science. 

The next six months
The remainder of this first year will see a number of developments that will firmly establish the role of the SLN across Sussex. These include the following:-

· The SLN cross-curricula team will start work in April and will have as its first priority to define the student constituency across the six or seven subject areas.

· Marketing and recruitment activity is being planned to help institutions meet the ASN targets.

· Preliminary work will begin on mapping and progression and a feasibility study will be completed to assess the most appropriate way of that a credit framework can support progression in the different areas of the curriculum.

· The Network will also have structures which promote dialogue with learners and those supporting them.

· An external evaluation of the first year of operation will be used as the basis for report to HEFCE.
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