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1
Research undertaken to November 2007
1.1
Research to inform the interim evaluation has been two-fold: i) desk research of LLN documentation, and ii) visits to and interviews with personnel involved in eight LLNs.  Desk research has been undertaken for those LLNs that have produced an annual monitoring report; as well as these reports, other documentation produced for HEFCE has been examined.  The LLNs included in the desk research are appended to this document.  Visits have been made to eight LLNs and interviews undertaken with core staff and others involved in the LLNs (i.e. staff on fractional appointments, heads of institutions involved in the partnership, representatives of stakeholder organisations – LSCs, RDAs, employer groups, SSCs).  Interviews have been a mix of face-to-face and telephone.  A few interviews are still to be conducted.  The LLNs that have been visited are:

· Cheshire and Warrington

· Creative Way

· Greater Manchester

· Hereford and Worcestershire

· MOVE- East of England

· North East Higher Skills

· South West 

· Sussex Learning Network

Note: The findings reported below are based on the desk research and fieldwork that has been undertaken to date.  However, the fieldwork concerning the Creative Way is not included in this draft because interviews are still being conducted.

2
Findings emerging from the research
Desk research
2.1
Twenty-nine Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) are currently funded by HEFCE.  Desk research has now been undertaken on documentation (business cases; six-month reports; annual reports and, where available, second year reports) relating to 20 LLNs.  Of these, 15 have been in existence for over one year and have produced their first annual review, and are included in this short summary below (see appendix).  It is planned to continue the desk research on the remaining LLNs as and when documentation becomes available.  It is anticipated that the annual reviews from a further six LLNs will become available before the end of the year.
2.2
It is very evident that LLNs vary considerably in their scope and ambitions.  A number of general points can be made from the desk research undertaken thus far:

· For many LLNs, it has been difficult to match-up precisely objectives set-out in business cases with activities subsequently undertaken and described in annual reviews.  The emphasis of LLN work seems to have changed over time (partly as a result of HEFCE’s own guidance evolving over time, and arguably partly as a result of LLN’s own revisions to plans reflecting progress on-the-ground);
· For the majority of LLNs, planned work during the first year of operation has been hampered by delays in recruitment (exacerbated in part by the limited time-frame for the LLN initiative, but also by institution’s own time frames for dealing with issues) and in setting up management structures and securing appropriate accommodation;
· Uncertainties at policy level (for example the government response to the Leitch Review of Skills) has had repercussions for the work of LLNs, as have perceptions of initiative overload, overlap and duplication which leads to lack of understandings amongst various partners and stakeholders;
· Most LLNs have underestimated the time-consuming nature of partnership working with much resource devoted, in the initial stages, to networking activities with an array of partners and stakeholders;
· The short-term nature of LLN funding has made the development of new foundation degrees (Fds), where employer engagement is key, particularly challenging;

· Many LLNs mention the difficulties arising from different institutional cultures and languages as one of the challenges in establishing a shared understanding of the nature and activities of LLNs.
· Many of the annual reviews seem to be rather descriptive in nature, and lack a self-critical edge such that challenges faced have not necessarily been highlighted nor have solutions been proposed. There is some sense in which those LLNs which have been developed from pre-existing partnerships and networks have taken a more critical approach to reviewing their own activities.
Fieldwork and the case study LLNs
2.3
As noted above, each LLN is different, for example in terms of extent of geographical coverage, number of partner institutions, stakeholder involvement, focus and range of curriculum areas, the vocational learner constituency, funds received from HEFCE and funding period – and in respect of the approach to and focus on the three core businesses: curriculum development to facilitate progression, information, advice and guidance (IAG), and progression agreements.  What we report below are general observations (embellished through examples taken from the seven LLNs) about the approaches taken by individual LLNs, the implications of certain issues (such as geographical coverage, partnership working, relationships with other initiatives), and what has been achieved to date.  First we discuss the three core businesses; we look at each separately, although we are aware that, in operational terms, they are inter-related and mutually dependent strands.  We then look at other indicators of success, followed by some initial thoughts on conclusions and implications.

The core businesses
Curriculum developments
2.4
All LLNs in our study claim that the curriculum areas that are their focus of activity have been identified through local economic and labour market needs analyses.  The range of areas that LLNs are focusing on varies from LLN to LLN (from two to eight in our study).  In this context, we have been made aware of some feelings of partner institution disengagement or disappointment, which is to be expected where LLN activity profiles do not match those of a partner’s provision and mission.

2.5
Most LLNs have undertaken mapping and scoping work of existing provision to identify potential gaps in curriculum, which are inhibiting potential learner progression.  Much activity is focusing on progression to Fds and/or from Fds to honours top-ups through the development of new Fds or supporting/redesigning existing programmes.  Interviews revealed some criticisms and questions about whether some curriculum development, rather than being classed as new, was in fact rebadging of existing provision.  Some LLNs are also looking at existing provision to seek better fit wit with employer/employee needs and as such are working closely with employers.  Other LLNs have established criteria against which partner institutions can bid to gain funding to support curriculum developments (although in at least one case, criteria set have not as yet been used to select bids, in that sufficient monies have been allocated to fund all requests received so far).  One LLN’s criteria require that proposals identify:
· gaps in progression routes that have been identified through learner and/or employer feedback

· provision that will be formally credit rated, accredited and aligned with the national qualifications framework
· provision that enables progression to or from other named qualifications through robust progression routes that are clearly agreed, articulated, formalised and sustainable.

· provision that has certainty of funding from sustainable sources beyond the initial pump-priming provided by LLN funding.

2.6
Findings from our interviews indicate that it is too early to assess the extent to which learners (and/or employers and their employees) are engaging with these curricula and progressing further, although LLNs’ own monitoring and evaluation strategies will provide measures of impact.  Measures will include the tracking of ASNs and users of progression agreements (see below) where these have been developed.  One LLN has produced a series of measurable data for all it activities against which data are being collecting; in the case of curriculum development these data include:

· number of ASNs successfully bid for
· number of ASNs recruited to

· profile of LLN students

· retention rates of LLN students

· percentage of ASNs allocated to vocational curriculum areas

· number of new courses validated

· number of courses delivered via new flexible modes

· percentage increase in applications for courses in key sectors

2.7
Although HEFCE did not require a standard approach to LLN operations, it appears that all LLNs are in fact using ASNs; indeed it was brought to our attention that one particular LLN that did not request LLNs in its original business plan was urged to do so by HEFCE.  Use has varied from curriculum development (mainly Fds) including the redesign and rebadging of existing courses.  Others have converted ASNs for CPD use where there is a clear demand from employers.  Some LLNs have stipulated criteria for ASN allocation, which include increasing student numbers on courses that meet skills needs, focus on the priority curriculum areas, provide clear progression routes and offer flexibility of provision.  Some LLNs have met their targets while others have not; there are many reasons for the latter including employers not wanting the course accredited and the failure of courses to start because of delays in curriculum development.
Information, advice and guidance

2.8
Approaches to establishing appropriate IAG for vocational learners (and employers) range from mapping and scoping what currently exists, identifying gaps, building capacity and adding value to existing services, to web-based product development.  LLNs’ focus on this aspect of core business has varied widely and in many instances has been co-ordinated with work relating to curriculum development.  Activity in this area has meant working closely with partner institutions and stakeholders, such as LSCs, SSCs, Aimhigher, FdF, and other specialist IAG providers to identify where the focus needs to be and to ensure that work is not duplicated.  Some LLNs have linked work in this area to that of JISC-funded projects; others have focused on advertising campaigns, developing hard and soft information packs for both learners and advisers, and undertaking staff development for IAG providers to help develop their information, knowledge and expertise bases.  Some LLNs have provided ‘distributive posts’ or established ‘hubs’ (that are meant to be responsive to the local labour market and fit with local learning provision) to develop sustainable capacity with - and add value to - existing IAG provision.
2.9
A number of LLNs have invested in web-based developments, most of which are primarily learner and advisor focused, although one LLN is planning to develop web-based services specifically for employers.  These developments are innovative and there is no doubt that many IAG providers are looking forward to using these new tools; however, some of our interviews identified a degree of scepticism about these developments, in terms of the level of investment needed to support the development initially, but mostly concerning issues of sustainability – especially in terms of the investment that will be required to keep information up to date.  However, one LLN is aiming to address this issue by putting the onus on the partner institutions, the incentive being that each partner can brand their bit of the site.  There are also issues of potential duplication of effort among LLNs, although because most are still at a developmental stage, it is not possible to determine the extent to which one LLN’s online services development might meet the needs of another.  We have, however, come across at least one example of an LLN formally ‘borrowing’ a development from another and there seems to be a general sharing of a good practice between LLNs.  Another area that might need future attention, given the LLNs’ close workings with relevant SSCs and the latter’s own emerging IAG web-based operations, is establishing links between these various sites.
2.10
It is too early to assess the impact.  There is some evidence of staff in partner institutions and staff in IAG-specific agencies making good use of the information and resultant maps that have been produced, but much less about (potential) learner and employer use.  We have come across examples of LLNs that have developed strategies for collecting measurable data to establish the impact of their work in this area, such as the number of leaflets distributed and downloaded from a website, usage of websites and types of queries made, number of staff development events and people attending, feedback on products and events, and partner institution involvement in the groups overseeing IAG activities.  These data, when put beside other data, such as learner applications and recruitment will, in due course, provide valuable information about the success of LLN activity and the value that has been added by that activity.  Moreover, where LLN activities have been geared towards adding value to existing IAG providers’ operations, some difficulties have been experienced in terms of the ‘disjointedness’ of specific agencies’ work (sometimes limited to particular levels of educational provision) which does not fit well with notions of lifelong learning from individual learners’ perspectives.  Further, the lack of a policy decision about an overarching adult guidance service may be hampering efforts to develop a more joined-up and seamless service.
Progression agreements
2.11
Our interviews have shown that this particular aspect of LLNs’ core business has probably been the most divisive among partner institutions.  Thus, some LLNs have been slow to establish work on progression agreements, which seems to stem from an initial confusion about what progression agreements might mean (and mean in a network-wide context), and in obtaining ‘sign-up’ from all the partner institutions involved.  Others have been quicker off the mark and this seems due to the well-established networks of institutions and agreements that existed prior to the setting up of the LLN.  However, even those LLNs that appear to be quicker admit that progression agreements take time to get up and running (due to preliminary mapping work of feeders and receivers and disentangling institutional regulations) and that their impact will not be known until well into the life of the network.

2.12
LLNs have taken rather different approaches to progression agreements (e.g. identifying problematic routes and formalising existing ones, establishing models and then fitting agreements underneath, scoping skills sets and mapping out existing - and identifying the need for new - provision).  Some are limited to bi-lateral agreements between a sending and a receiving course while others are broader in scope in terms of institutional spread within a locality (sub-region or region).  A common approach taken by the majority of LLNs in our study, however, has been to develop an ‘in principle’ agreement that all partners sign up to under which individual agreements will then be agreed.  A number of LLNs have indicated that obtaining ‘sign-up’ has been the easy part; getting actual progressions agreements up and running is much harder because it forces institutions to make changes to their own institutional processes at all levels.  Initially, work seems to have focused on ‘easy-wins’, but some LLNs are now working to expand progression agreements into other areas, for example, work-based learning and employers’ in-house education and training provision (and indeed one LLN’s approach to progression is entirely focused on work-based learning).

2.13
From discussions with interviewees, it seems that for many LLNs and their partner institutions, the process of developing the agreements has been as important as the outcome itself – in other words the outcome is more than just a signature.  Arguably such continuing processes (and ongoing dialogues) are important outcomes in terms of increasing familiarisation about vocational learners’ potential among both course tutors in sending institutions and admissions tutors and course leaders within receiving institutions, as well as establishing good working relationships at an operational level.  It is too early to assess whether different types of progression agreements (e.g. bi-lateral course to course agreements; multi-course and multi-partner agreements) are more or less likely to have a sustained impact on institutional processes.
2.14
As noted above, most progression agreements have related to courses/awards, though one LLN is now starting to make distinctions between progression built around awards and credit accumulation and transfer (CAT), and another has put considerable effort into auditing existing institutional practice in relation to CAT policies and has established two separate working groups to progress region-wide discussions.  However, it would seem that for most of our cases, discussions around CAT schemes have been tentative so far.  As some LLN activities move into the broader arena of working more with employers (for example, accrediting in-house training provision and developing new progression routes), then issues around credit accumulation and transfer may become highlighted.  In this context, one LLN is investigating institutions’ use of credit and the usefulness of developing a common framework for Fds, and in particular the use of credit to support progression from the workplace into HE.
2.15
There has been much discussion within LLNs around what an agreement might mean: does it guarantee an offer of a place or an interview, or is it a looser concept that aims to provide equality of treatment and opportunity for the vocational learner?  Again, this appears to have been a divisive issue for some partner institutions in some LLNs.  Thus, in some cases, for the learner the end result in terms of what is on offer appears to differ between partner institutions within LLNs and between LLNs.  And in the context of the latter there are concerns about potential tensions between progression agreements developed in neighbouring LLNs and how they should/could link up given the wider catchments for HE in sectors such as construction.  However, the dialogue that has taken place has provided its own benefits in terms of highlighting inconsistencies and providing clarity of routes for potential learners, and there is recognition that LLN progression agreements are ‘living documents’, which need to be monitored regularly, updated and improved.
2.16
A couple of LLNs that we studied in-depth have developed web-based tools to support the promotion and use of progression agreements.  These tools aim to map out the progression routes for learners (and employers) to make it easier to identify where the learner is now and where they want to be.  One online development allows the user, after identifying the route they wish to take, to print out a ‘progression guarantee certificate’ that can be presented to the receiving institution to ensure that an interview or an offer (depending upon the actual agreement) is provided.  Another LLN intends to extend its online information about progression routes to include career progression and employment opportunities.

2.17
Essential to LLN success in this area of work is that of embedding the notion of progression into academic processes and structures and quality assurance procedures; in at least one LLN, work in this context is being conducted between LLN staff and senior staff in institutional registries and their equivalent.  In another LLN, curriculum-specific staff development events with admissions and central services staff from all relevant FE and HE institutions are brought together to develop action plans to implement the progression agreements and take forward as an outcome of the events.  Another LLN has worked closely with the Strategic Health Authority in developing its Common Learning Agreement (between the SHA, the trusts and providers), into which has been built a progression agreement.  In demonstrating impact and embeddedness of progression agreements, it will be important that LLNs ensure that changes to institutional practices and processes (e.g. quality assurance processes, admissions policies) are monitored and logged.
2.18
While again our interviews indicate that it is too early to assess the impact of progression agreements on vocational learners, examples of LLN actions to monitor their operation and success include measurable data on the number of learners applying/admitted through the progression agreement route, users of the online progression tool, users printing off certificates, number of staff development events and numbers of practitioners attending, partner institution involvement in the LLN group overseeing the management of progression agreements, as well as annual reviews of learner support activities undertaken (in sending and receiving institutions) as set out in the agreements.  As mentioned above, these data, when put beside other data will help determine the success and value that has been added by LLN activity.
Other indicators of success 
Progress against milestones

2.19
Interviews with LLNs have highlighted that building up relationships with institutions and stakeholders, especially in large partnerships, that are genuinely inclusive are complex and time consuming.  Thus, the setting up phase for most LLNs of establishing systems and structures, even for those LLNs with pre-existing partnerships and networks, has taken time.  Interviews at one regional LLN indicated that building relationships with stakeholders had been easier than with institutional partners because of the shared footprint.  Other problems reported by LLNs were the institutional bureaucracies that had to be navigated in order get LLN posts filled and secondments made (and for progression agreements and overarching accords to be signed up to).  Delays in filling posts had meant that a number of LLNs have been late starters in operational terms.  The desk research has also drawn attention to the over-ambitiousness of some LLN plans (exacerbated by delays in appointing staff and partnership working), which has become apparent in LLNs’ first years of operation, resulting in underspent budgets and rescaling of activities.  In some cases (and with HEFCE’s agreement) such underspends have been turned to advantage (e.g. creating/enhancing development funds to which all partners are invited to bid).  
2.20
In those LLNs that share or cover part of the regional Higher Level Skills Pathfinders, there is a feeling from some that initially progress was not helped by the introduction of a potentially duplicating initiative.  In one case it was felt that internally resources and focus had been diverted, externally employers were confused, and LLN/HLSP structures were not fully compatible.  In another LLN, whilst initially sharing some of these tensions, it was felt that issues had been ironed out through closer working relationships, at least internally.  In a third, good working relationships have been established between the two initiatives, which involve monthly meetings between LLN and HLSP staff.  In all cases cross membership on relevant committees and groups has now been established.
2.21
As mentioned above, LLNs have developed or are developing strategies for collecting measurable data to monitor and evaluate progress.  One LLN has set up mechanisms, supported by standard templates, to monitor and evaluate its activities on a regular basis to inform progress, release monies (where necessary), and form the basis of the monitoring reports to HEFCE.
Institutional commitment
2.22
Given the different origins of the LLNs we visited, we might expect to find varying levels of institutional commitment amongst the various partners, and LLNs themselves recognised the existence of ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ spots within their own locality/region.  Such ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ spots may well be a legacy of earlier and ongoing institutional strategic developments.  As noted above, commitment has been variable and dependent upon whether the LLN partnership is a pre-existing one or is ab initio.  Variability has also been detected in the levels of stakeholder engagement, especially in attendance at meetings (we found that some stakeholders had never attended strategic levels meetings in some LLNs; because of this, one LLN was taking steps to review its stakeholder relationships).  It is evident that much effort has been expended during the start-up phase on building relationships and gaining trust and buy-in to the LLN mission.  There is now a feeling in those LLNs that have experienced problematic relationships with some institutions and stakeholders that doors that had been firmly shut are now open or are beginning to open.  Strategies used by LLNs to develop partnership working that are having a positive impact include institutionally-based ‘champions’ and forging relationships with institutional staff in key strategic positions (e.g. registries, admissions).
2.23
We have looked at evidence of institutional commitment through membership and attendance at strategic level meetings, practitioner involvement in working groups, and attendance at staff development and other events.  This does seem to be variable and perhaps is to be expected in the early stages of LLN activities.  However, in those LLNs that have experienced problems of institutional and stakeholder engagement, our interviews lead us to believe that attendance and the quality and sophistication of the dialogue at meetings has improved, which one interviewee stated had moved from the ‘what’s in it for us’ to the ‘what do we need to do to get involved’?  From many of our discussions, it is clear that partnerships have become stronger and more mature because levels of understanding have increased; hence trust has started to replace (perceived) competition.  Nevertheless, the LLN agenda will be of less central importance to some partners than others, especially some of the research intensive and selecting universities and further education colleges with little or no higher education provision and limited resource to spare.  Even so, it seems that these institutions remain in membership, if only to keep an eye on developments.

2.24
In terms of the ‘FE voice’ there is clear evidence that certain colleges are actively engaged with the LLN agenda.  Often these are colleges that have good relationships with their accrediting university and other institutions.  MEG colleges are noticeable in their active engagement due to shared agendas and the fact that the LLN initiative (along with other initiatives) has provided an income stream for developmental work that would not otherwise be available.  As noted above, development funds have been set up by some LLNs with the aim of increasing engagement with partners by ‘getting partners to do things rather than having things done for them’.  Furthermore, much LLN activity provides opportunities for practitioners as well as senior staff of all partner institutions to share experience and best practice, and discuss developments in fora that would not otherwise exist.  As LLN activity moves away from ‘easy wins’, there are signs of a greater range of FE colleges becoming involved.  
Responsiveness to key regional and sector developments

2.25
In all cases, LLNs claim to have aligned their priorities to those identified (in a general way) by the LSC and/or the RDA. Some LLNs are represented on regional/sub-regional groupings focussing on strategic aspects of economic regeneration and development.  In the three regions with the HLSP, cross membership on relevant committees is in evidence and in one region a fractional post has been funded by the LLN to project manage one of the HLSP’s pilots.  Synergies between other related initiatives such as Aimhigher have been developed through, for example, collaborative working on IAG strategies.  From a SSC perspective, and as mentioned above, there is some sense that engagement is better facilitated where the LLN shares a regional footprint (and hence can be aligned more easily to the SSC’s own regional operations). That said, much activity in the early stages of the LLNs’ operations has been discussions about the need to work together where priorities overlap but without necessarily achieving clarity on how this will be achieved in practice. In some cases creative approaches have been taken to aligning strategies and activities to the benefit of a number of stakeholders: for example, jointly-funded posts and shared agendas on specific activities.
Employer engagement

2.26
Employer engagement runs throughout much LLN activity, but is most evident in curriculum development where employers or employer groups have been invited to join working groups to identify gaps in the curricula to support learner progression opportunities.  In some LLNs and some curricula areas this is working well, in others difficulties have been experienced in involving employers and developing links with SSCs due to the latter’s lack of local presence.  Other means devised by LLNs of engaging with employers is through the establishment of specific LLN-funded posts which are tasked to explore employers’ needs and develop relationships with employer groups.  One LLN has mainstreamed employer engagement as one of its core businesses and has recruited to posts that will be located in employer organisations related to its main curriculum areas to maximise the input from and engagement with employers.  Despite activity to engage with employers, we get the impression that this has not until now been a priority area of activity in the majority of LLNs.  This is understandable, given the well-documented difficulties of engaging employers – and the need for LLNs to balance their work in relation to other strands of LLN activities.  Furthermore, where there is activity, there is an awareness that many institutions have built up good relationships with business and industry over a number of years, and care and sensitivity are required to ensure that these existing initiatives are not derailed by LLN activities and priorities.
Dissemination of good practice

2.27
There appears to be much LLN activity to disseminate good practice and communicate progress through LLN websites and newsletters.  A number of LLNs have had ‘launch’ events, which have attracted a great deal of attention and high attendance.  Within the partnerships, LLNs have established specialist working groups where staff can discuss developments and implications relating to aspects of LLN activity (e.g. marketing, planning, admissions), and fora for specific areas of work (e.g. HE in FE, Fds, curriculum areas).  Staff development events are organised for practitioners and LLN staff are able to keep up to date with developments through attendance at conferences.  A number of LLNs have highlighted their meetings with neighbouring LLNs, their involvement with the national forum and practitioners’ forum, as well as links with national bodies such as QAA and Learndirect.
Embeddedness
2.28
A number of points have been noted above in relation to LLNs’ efforts to embed their activities (i.e. institutional and stakeholder membership of network groups and specialist working groups, funded posts in institutions and employer organisations to take forward LLN activities, forging links with key institutional staff).  On progression agreements, one LLN anticipates that the use of progression agreements might lead to requirements that course developments indicate progression routes into and out of programmes, are transparent about learner support activities, and encourage sending and receiving partners to continually self-evaluate their impact and effectiveness.  Another LLN monitors use of its online tools by following up willing users to determine their levels of satisfaction with the responses received from partner institutions, and through mystery shopping exercises; the results are then shared the institutions involved.  It is evident from our interviews that attempts are being made to embed LLN activities into institutional practices and procedures, but a clear message is that this takes time – embeddedness is as much about changing hearts and minds as it is about practice and procedures; the latter might be done in three years, whereas the former will probably take longer.
Sustainability
2.29
From our interviews, and especially those in LLNs that have been operating the longest, attention is now being drawn to issues of sustainability.  A number of LLNs have set up working groups to explore this issue and are addressing questions such as: what is it that needs to be sustainable, where might the resource come from, what staffing levels are required, and what commitment is there from partners.  A number of LLNs have sustainability built into the criteria used to determine the distribution of development funds; others feel that they are already demonstrating levels of sustainability by raising funds from additional sources.  However, some LLNs have expressed concerns about emerging government policies and the lack of integration between initiatives established in response to policy shifts (for example, the Higher Level Skills Pathfinders seem to have given rise to some confusion; the possible introduction of Fd awarding powers for FECs has caused some tensions in FE/HE partnership working; and the continuing uncertainties about IAG for adults and an adult careers service).  On the other hand, there is a sense in some LLNs, especially those that have been established the longest, that there is a future after the HEFCE funded period, but probably not at the current funding levels.  It has also been suggested that to ensure sustainability, some LLNs, especially those at sub-regional level, might need to link up.

Additionality
2.30
In terms of additionality – what have LLNs added that would not have happened if they had never existed – this is a difficult and complex concept to address.  Many LLNs have said that it is too soon to say because activities and outputs are still ongoing or under development.  Furthermore, it is impossible to produce hard evidence to show that developments would or would not have taken place anyway.  What LLNs have drawn our attention to is strengthened partnership working, providing resources to make things happen, especially in the FECs, the economies of scale offered to smaller institutions as a result of partnership working, and the improved communications and understanding between partners, which has led to better services for learners and greater trust and openness between partners.  Additionality is an important element of the evaluation of the LLN initiative, but it is not one that we can answer with any degree of certainty in an interim evaluation; it will be for the summative evaluation, as well as the LLNs themselves, to address.
3
Conclusions and implications

3.1
From our interim evaluation we can see that LLNs are making progress in terms of encouraging institutions to offer curricula and put in place procedures that, in the fullness of time, could make a significant difference to the coherence, clarity and certainty of progression opportunities for vocational learners.  Much time and effort has already been expended on developing relationships between different institutional partners and other stakeholders which, together with more concrete activities (be it improving the accessibility and coherence of relevant information, advice and guidance; improving the alignment between curricula offered at different levels and in more accessible ways; improving the transition between different episodes of learning experienced by individuals) should, in time, make a difference.

3.2
In reaching this point (some two years into the LLN initiative) LLNs have been faced with a number of challenges:

· delays in staff recruitment (often exacerbated by due processes within large institutions) and underestimations of the resources needed for ground clearing work (both in terms of establishing relationships, and baseline information) has meant that not all activities planned for the first year have been effectively undertaken;

· establishing relationships between a range of providers (with their own histories, and missions, which themselves may be shifting) and with other stakeholders is one aspect; establishing shared understandings of the nature and activities of LLNs is another.  Progress towards reaching such shared understandings has been hampered by shifting government priorities and perceptions of initiative overload, overlap and duplication;

· moving towards shared understandings of progression agreements has been particularly difficult for a number of LLNs, since such devices can be seen as undermining institutions’ own autonomy in terms of admissions.  Moreover, changed processes (emanating from funded projects) may be only a part of the equation; changing hearts and minds, and individuals’ behaviours is arguably a much greater challenge.  Shared visions may be less easy to establish across a region or sub-region, than a particular locality; 

· pressure on LLNs (from HEFCE) to show tangible outcomes within the first year of operation may have led to a focus on ‘easy wins’.  But as LLNs themselves gain more experience, they are evidently making some progress with a broader range of (potential) learners and providers; 

· HEFCE’s own encouragement for LLNs to develop their own solutions to meet regional/ sub-regional and sectoral needs (in terms of progression opportunities for vocational learners) may have led, inadvertently, to LLNs failing to maximise opportunities for developing shared solutions.  

3.3
By its very nature, HEFCE’s LLN initiative is time- and funding-limited, but has an underlying aim of trying to make a sustained difference for vocational learners.  This has implications for the continuing work of LLNs, in terms of both assessing if they are making a difference, and will any such differences be sustained beyond the lifetime of the initiative.  The implications for LLNs’ ongoing activities are as follows:

· LLNs need to be monitoring their own activities (e.g. curriculum developments; information, advice and guidance; progression agreements) on a regular basis such that they can gain a sense of the extent to which they may be adding value;
· embeddedness of LLN activities into routine institutional practices and procedures is particularly challenging, but is a challenge that needs concerted effort if LLNs are to make any difference;
· though some LLNs have started to address issues of sustainability (e.g. through discussion groups; through monitoring institutional practices; through criteria set for gaining funds) more LLNs need to be addressing these issues;

· aspects of sustainability is one issue; another is the extent to which LLNs’ current activities and processes will be able to cope with emerging developments.  Whilst some LLNs are specifically engaged in 14-19 diploma developments, very few seem to be engaging with developments in the area of apprenticeships (an area of work-based education and training currently being boosted by government).
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