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Planning for Sustainability: Stakeholder Views
Introduction
In order to ensure that the Board has the opportunity to consider a range of views about sustainability the SLN has incorporated the results of three separate consultations into the planning process. The first was to commission Rachel Papworth of Papworth Research & Consultancy to undertake a review of how external stakeholder saw the SLN role in relation improving the infrastructure which supports vocational learning. An interim report was discussed at the last Board meeting on the 3rd October, and a final report is appended to this document. In addition a sub group from the Board and the SLN Curriculum Team considered a position paper that outlined a series of options for the future of the SLN. Their responses are reported in this paper. 

The outcome of this exercise was not intended to limit the options for debate but give a flavour of the differing views of those in the wider network, those with responsibility for giving it a strategic direction and the cross section of people involved with delivering the SLN in its partner institutions. Predictably their views vary with the level of engagement and understanding they have of the SLN and its remit. 
Points raised by the Sustainability Group

· The SLN may wish to consider models that would build in elements of collaboration with other locally or regionally based organisations, such as Aimhigher or Train to Gain. Other potential funding models might involve employer co-financing. 

· The current review of the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) includes a review of HEFCE, the LSC's skills remit, LLUK, Learndirect and others. Should a proposal to draw some of these functions together emerge, opportunities could be created for the SLN. However the timescale for this may be too late to fit with the SLN's immediate planning phase.

· The SLN will need to look at what it has achieved at the end of its funding period, and to identify where any gaps would appear should the SLN cease to operate at this stage. 

· A number of the SLN's current areas of activity could feasibly be mainstreamed by SLN partners, or picked up by one partner institution with additional funding. These could include progression, IAG, curriculum development and growth provided via ASNs. How would such a model support the continuation of FE / HE relationships and inter-institutional collaboration? How would the skills agenda would be taken forward within this model?

· The third model presents the case for continuation of the SLN with a changed focus. The SLN may wish to consider the opportunities to respond to the current focus on employer engagement, via development of the HE work-based learning offer, and through building a responsive curriculum with bite size learning that could be delivered via a consortium of institutions. To be successful, this model might need to operate over a wider area that Sussex. Learning not linked to a qualification would not attract HEFCE funding.

· The SLN might consider positioning itself to deliver an offer that would be attractive to employers, bringing the quality assured, credit-bearing HE model together with the responsive, flexible delivery offered by private training providers. The Board will need to take a view on whether HE and FE working together locally would want to gain a serious stake in this market.

· The SLN will need to consider what it would mean in practice to meet the Leitch target for level 4 learners, and to think about the possibilities of constructing a serious HE offer at level 4.
·  In considering funding models for any future SLN activity, there is a need to consider the roles of partner institutions, and the LSC, as well as to be aware of other SDF bids going forward to HEFCE from Sussex, to try to avoid a disjointed approach.

Points raised by the Curriculum Team

General Comments:
· What do we know about take up of ASNs? Are there any waiting lists? It is too early to know about retention and progression yet.
· Other curriculum areas may need the SLN "treatment".

· Individual institutions' departments face unpalatable and difficult issues (e.g. power) - cross institutional approach takes them out of that.
· FECs experience short-termism and change all the time - there is a wish for continuity of support. We shouldn't set up structures and then walk away lest this be seen as yet another short-term project. It takes time for people to feel confident enough to engage.

· SLN is just beginning to get practitioners together across institutions.

· HEFCE should recognise that the SLN has set up expectations.

· Continued rolling out is presumably less expensive than setting up from scratch?

· Succession planning can be based on sound foundation of SLN pioneering work as first LLN.
· Does decision about continuation/discontinuation of LLNs have to be made across the board regardless of successes and failures?

· Too soon to engage in any form of research about success of LLNs.
· Difficult for first LLN to disappear when others are just getting going.

· Sustainability should be based on continuing to meeting the needs of local learners; effective engagement with employers and ensuring quality in mainstreamed services which are delivered by our partners.

· Concern was raised on the difficulties in evaluating the effectiveness of our work.

· Is the SLN just another layer in problem with engaging directly with learners or employers?
· The government needs to do lots more in promoting vocational qualifications to learners and parents the SLN could play a valuable role in this, particularly with the impact of the 14-19 Diplomas.
· More qualitative work should be undertaken to support evaluating our work.

· There is a clear need for reviewing what the SLN does in relation to activities that are and will be funded by other streams -what is unique about the SLN?

· There is an unmet need for adult careers advice which could be a unique contribution by a future SLN model.

· There is a case for demonstrating added value of SLN IAG re: retention and 'right choice first time' by learners - although demonstrating this in measurable terms could be difficult - narrative feedback from service users?

· Evaluation studies could play a role in asking learners and practitioners about what value the SLN has added from their perspective.

Comments on the options: 

Closure

· IAG could be taken forward by one provider with additional funding. Would work better than expecting individual partners to update various sections.
· ASNs once filled will be mainstreamed. Could argue that other areas of work e.g. - progression could also be mainstreamed at this stage.
· The SLN should strengthen its back-end work and continue to support collaborative planning and progression agreements and enable HEls to respond effectively to the new 14-19 Dips. This needs some independent organisation to drive and develop this i.e. SLN.

· Institutions should look at a continued way of maintaining independent evaluation of marketing and student facing communication perhaps a collaborative project to bring in consultants to look at the overall picture for learners on bi-annual basis.

Continuity

· An additional 2 years' funding would enable curriculum areas to test out new areas for development.

· Should keep brand as is becoming highly regarded. This is an opportunity to break free of short-termism.
· SLN shouldn't disappear before formal evaluation by HEFCE.
· Needs to continue to fit national agenda - e.g. 14 to 19 diplomas.
· Needs two more years to give time to set up case for change.
· Needs time for payback on staff development and employer engagement.
· Don't yet have a part-time product - won't happen without SLN push. Needs a lot of commitment from institutions to support different modes of delivery. Part-time students made to feel marginalised. Understanding of issues and expertise needs to be shared. Focus on fulltime provision is led from the top.
· Need more time to work with employers and win arguments about learning on the job and why it's beneficial. Need to change employers' mindset.
· Curriculum area networks have been able to develop new courses via SLN funded staff posts; this innovation would be put at risk.

· Practitioner network groups are perceived to be very valuable in their own right: firstly, curriculum based networks, but also, the HE in FE group, e-learning network and research network - these are unique products of the SLN which (it was felt) would not be sustained by institutions without SLN support.

· Need for more time to embed developments and set processes in place to ensure that they don't drift without discretely funded co-ordination.

· Revisit sectors - may be a case to continue some and not others, to take on new ones or to merge some, e.g. Travel, Tourism and Retal and Sport & Leisure have some overlap.

· SLN has a coordinating role to play re: areas of interest for practitioners / learners / partnership.

· The potential of this hasn't yet been fully realised because the work has begun but has not yet been evaluated.
· Employer engagement - need for ongoing staff development around how to deliver effective curriculum that meets the needs of business.

· Need to ensure the sustainability of the better HE  /  FE relationships that are developing as a result of the SLN.

· Look at drawing together the SLN's staff development offer into a more recognised CPD offer for practitioners. Need for continued focus on engaging teachers / careers advisers in schools around awareness of opportunities for vocational HE (currently picked up by IAG team's work).
· If the Student Network website and event are, respectively, well-used and attended, then it is a model of learner feedback and engagement which isn't replicated elsewhere, and without funding, it's not clear how it would be sustained on an ongoing basis

Change

· On option 3 (change) - there is a risk of duplication in that WBL / work and learning is being promoted and supported in a range of other initiatives; it does not represent the unique contribution that the SLN could continue to make under something like option 2.

· The SLN should continue to play a role in bring practitioners together for joint staff development activities. This would cover both staff development for IAG people but also for vocational teaching and learning, and research practitioners. Something needs to mediate between national project with a sector / subject focus (e.g. CETLs, HEA Subject Centres) or Regional presences (JISC RSC, OSN-SE etc) to provide a forum for them to engage with a group of our partners rather than one at a time. There is a need to provide action earning or similar peer group CPD opportunities for 'learning technologists', staff development people and a whole range of other practitioners with similar role.

· One of the key things which would help would be for the SLN to act as an 'information broker' for information from the plethora of agencies and to provide an opt-in information services where people join lists / newsletters / groups etc on particular topics.We create regular digests of national and regional issues. There is too much re-inventing of the wheel and in some quarters a significant lack of an awareness of national resources and other projects to learn from.
· The Student Network project should connect up with Student Unions with all partners and act as a voice for learners across Sussex. NUS provide some collaborative opportunities but these tend to be national level with no local collaboration. Funding for student engagement from institution is usually driven through student unions so this could be tapped to provide a Sussex voice for vocational students.

Collaboration

· Local Sussex model can pick up richness of what is going on - difficult to capture on regional basis. On the other hand, it is difficult to envisage how this can work unless LLNs are working together across boundaries and there are common issues.
· The OU could reasonably take on a regional role in providing vocational IAG for all SE LLNs.

· Collaboration with other SE LLNs is key for effective developments in the future.

· Potential for geographic expansion into SE I South London to reflect commuting patterns.

· Wider geographic remit would take in neighbouring areas where there is significant relevant HE and feeder provision.

· Links with other LLNs – potential for SLN to act as a lead due to differing funding timescales, and for LLNs to share resources and approaches. 

· There is a need in any scenario to distinguish between local and regional imperatives; for example , in relation to marketing and IAG, and this would mean effective management of information gateways if the SLN was working to regional as well as local boundaries.

· IAG on vocational learning for employers should be provided by the SLN and given to brokerage agencies. Staff in brokerage agencies need to have opportunities for CPD. If it all possible better sharing of 'employer resources' needs to be achieved by getting institutions to share contacts and info learnt from contacts with employers. Maybe there needs to be work to look at "leads" for particular subject specialism where contacts are passed on. This all depends on whether Train-to-gain get serious about HE.
· This could be absorbed by the OU and where possible take on a regional perspective to make Learning Opportunities and independent resource for all in the SE. Though equally it could stay part of the SLN with a purely Sussex focus.
· There is a possibility of a feasibility study into a serious attempt of a technical collaboration of institutions using their MLE 1 MIS systems to enable better transition of student records and data. JISC is a possible source of funding for this. But depending on the future role of the LSC there are possible options for joining up with them to look at a wider prospectus covering HE level courses.
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1 Introduction

Papworth Research & Consultancy was engaged by Sussex Learning Network (SLN) to contribute to SLN’s sustainability planning by considering the positioning and sustainability of SLN’s activities to support the infrastructure which underpins vocational learning delivered by further and higher education in Sussex. This includes services to be targeted at employers, employees and those preparing to enter the workforce. Papworth Research & Consultancy considered those areas where SLN has already begun to work, as follows:

· Marketing higher level vocational learning;

· Information, Advice and Guidance about higher level vocational learning opportunities for employers, employees and other potential learners;

· Progression for vocational learners from FE and work based learning and training into and through higher education;

· Staff development for those involved in advising and supporting learners in work and the community.

The key questions that Papworth Research & Consultancy considered were as follows:

· What do stakeholders know about SLN and its work, particularly its work in the areas identified above?

· For each of the areas identified above, would a pan-Sussex service be beneficial and is it feasible?

· If a pan-Sussex approach is beneficial and feasible, is SLN the most appropriate organisation to provide the service?

· If SLN is the most appropriate organisation, how might SLN be funded/supported?

Papworth Research & Consultancy delivered the assignment through consultations with stakeholders. This interim report is based on consultations with the following:

· Scott Marshall, Director of Economic Development & Regeneration, Brighton & Hove City Council;

· David Rowland, Director, Business Link Sussex;

· Maureen Kilminster, Health & Social Care COVE, Central Sussex College;

· Kieran McNamara, Head of Strategic Economic Development & Skills, East Sussex County Council;

· Mark Pearson, Chief Executive, East Sussex Economic Partnership;

· Debbie Shandley, Chief Executive, FE Sussex;

· Colin Willman, Federation of Small Businesses West Sussex;

· Lyn Bruce, Regional Manager (South East) and National Manager (England), Lifelong Learning UK;

· Caroline Kerr, Student Services Manager, Advice & Guidance, Open University;

· Rosie Spooner, Manager, Retail COVE;

· Graham Grover, Higher Skills Development Manager, SEEDA;

· James Emmett, South East Regional Development Manager, Skills Active; 

· Mary Barrett, HE Development Manger, Sussex Downs College;

· Hazel Haywood, Partnership Manager (Brighton & Hove), Sussex LSC;

· Aiden Pettit, Partnership Manager (West Sussex), Sussex LSC;

· Adrian Ryan, Regional Development Worker, Unionlearn, TUC;

· Victoria Molesworth, Business Development Manager, Institute of Nursing & Midwifery, University of Brighton;

· Anjuu Trevedi, ProfitNet Director and Senior Business Development Manager East Sussex, University of Brighton;

· Abigail Smith, Partnership Manager, Sector Skills Development Agency;

· Sue Shoesmith, Operations Development Manager, Sussex Careers;

· Henrietta Catherine, Area Manager (Kent & Sussex), Train to Gain; 

· Lou Lucas, East Sussex Area Branch Learning Centre Manager, Unison;

· Ron Crank, Acting Head of Environmental & Economic Policy Service, West Sussex County Council.

The following were also approached although it did not prove possible to gather their views within the timescale of the study:

· Maureen Scholefield, Confederation of British Industry;

· Ken Stevens, Federation of Small Businesses East Sussex;

· Leonard Stall, Institute of Directors;

· Connie Mahoney, Sussex Council of Training Providers;

· Gill Edinburgh, Sussex Enterprise;

· Philip Finlinson, VT Careers Management.

2 Policy context

To be sustainable, services must contribute to the achievement of national, regional and local policy objectives. Stakeholders will support services which demonstrably and substantially contribute to the achievement of their objectives. In this section, we summarise the key policy drivers which will influence the design of services for the foreseeable future.

To achieve world class skills in the UK, the Leitch Review of Skills (2006) called for a new, integrated objective for employment and skills of sustainable employment and progression, requiring all stakeholders to focus on people’s long-term, as well as short-term, prospects. It stressed that the system must be demand-led, meeting the needs of employers and individuals. 

The Government’s implementation plan reflects targets recommended by Leitch, including the following:

· An additional 1.9m additional level three attainments (a total of 4m);

· An increase in the number of Apprenticeships to 500,000 per annum;

· More than 40 per cent of adults to be qualified to level 4 or above. 

DIUS and DWP are working towards the integration of the skills and employment systems to provide a seamless employment and skills service with no break between job-search and upskilling. A new universal adult careers service will be created from the advice and information services of Learndirect and Nextstep, which will work with Jobcentre Plus to provide adults with access to skills and careers advice, and information about their entitlement to financial support for learning.

HEFCE is addressing the new emphasis on higher level skills by investing in three Higher Level Skills pathfinder projects (in the North East, North West and South West), to test how HE-level programmes can be developed, packaged and marketed to create funding partnerships between employers, learners and providers. Each pathfinder has a 'development pot' and additional student numbers to help build institutions’ capacity to respond flexibly to employer needs. The pathfinders are testing approaches to addressing the higher level skills agenda by building on the existing infrastructure, including Train to Gain, so that it provides employers with a seamless service for provision up to HE level. Their aims are as follows:

· To identify priority skills sectors for the region;
· To facilitate the assessment of employer needs and the identification and development of relevant HE provision;

· To provide the region with funding for proposals from institutions that wish to develop employer-responsive provision;

· To promote participation of HE providers. 

The Regional Economic Strategy for 2006-2016 specifically prioritises Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) higher level skills and, accordingly, SEEDA is investing in the five (soon to be reduced to four) sector specific Regional Resource Centres (RRCs). RRCs and LLNs complement each other with RRCs working with providers to agree subsidised training provision to employers to meet identified higher level skill needs within their sectors.

The Learning & Skills Council is in a period of change and uncertainty. The Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) and Department for Children, Families and Schools (DCFS) have replaced the Department for Education and Skills. From 2010, 14-19 funding will flow through 14-19 partnerships, led by local authorities, rather than through the LSC. The LSC's future role is therefore unclear (though it seems likely it will have a reduced role in policy formation) and the practicalities of how the DIUS and DCFS will work in partnership are still to be worked out.

Finally, while the Comprehensive Spending Review was published on October 9th, the DIUS has yet to specify the level and structure of future grant funding for higher education. Thus it remains unclear what emphasis will be given to employer engagement, and/or vocational HE, and how funding will be channelled. This will have an impact on the LLN initiative as a whole and plans for local sustainability and will set the context for SLN’s role in employer-facing advice and guidance. 

3 Awareness of SLN

SLN’s model was predicated on the following views of the skills agenda:

· Learners on vocational pathways, including those in work, are less likely to participate in HE than learners following the conventional A level route to post-18 entry to HE.

· Participation in gaining higher level skills is seen by Leitch as part of the solution to global economic competitiveness. We need to increase participation to achieve the aim of over 40 per cent of adults being educated to level 4 by 2020.

· The majority of those needing to upskill are already in the workforce. It isn’t just about improving the prospects of current or future school leavers. 

· This group, adults in work, won’t be reached by the current HE offer. 

· In order to respond, FE and HE need to work more closely with employers to ensure that they are meeting the specific needs of the workforce.

· A local response to these issues is important because the composition of the local economy, its population and capacity of institutions to deliver varies geographically. 

Consultees were generally in agreement with this summary though some were concerned to ensure that a focus on individuals in the workforce doesn’t overshadow a continuing focus on current and future school leavers, or leave out the unemployed, especially the older unemployed. 

The consultations suggested that SLN is developing its reach, with several stakeholders explaining that they had only recently become aware of SLN (and, in some cases, that they regretted not knowing about it sooner). While consultees from FE Sussex, Lifelong Learning UK, Sussex LSC and Sussex Careers were highly familiar with SLN and its activities, the involvement of most consultees had been minimal (though all were aware of SLN before being consulted). 

4 Promoting vocational learning

4.1 Employers

Government policy is increasingly focusing on the development of the skills of those in work. This puts responsibility on the major employers to promote and facilitate upskilling. Workforce development is under-supported by employers, who generally see it in terms only of training (and often regard training as referring only to basic skills training), rather than taking a wider view. There is a need to raise employers’ awareness as to what ‘high level skills development’ refers, and its benefit. Foundation Degree Forward (FDF) is likely to have national responsibility for employer engagement in HE and has identified LLNs as an important vehicle for its activities.

Consultees stressed the need to engage with a wider range of employers and for such employer engagement to go beyond providing placements and apprenticeships. They also recognised the challenge inherent in this, especially in engaging micro-businesses, which struggle to release staff for training. Consultees felt that HE doesn’t ‘speak the same language’ as employers and that the traditional HE model doesn’t match employers’ needs and demands; three-year degree courses are not attractive to SMEs as, in the course of three years they may change dramatically or even cease trading altogether. The HNC/HND model has currency with employers, whereas most have not heard of Foundation Degrees and the name suggests a lower-level qualification. Employers want short courses and are more interested in skills than qualifications. Many employers, especially SMEs, prefer to use private training providers as opposed to FEIs or HEIs, seeing their provision as more focused and specific.

However, this needs to be balanced against employees’ need for accreditation to enable them to access further learning and development in different settings. Employee aspiration also needs to be balanced with opportunities for progression within employers. Many SMEs are unable to provide such progression. This is especially true of the high value-added, innovative companies that East Sussex Economic Partnership aims to foster in Sussex, and which are not all aiming to grow.

Recent Open University research with level one students, demonstrated that many prefer to progress within their employer’s CPD programme rather than a programme with an external provider, partly because they appreciate being able to learn during their working day. This suggests that FE and HE could increase the extent to which they link up with CPD programmes, agreeing transferable outcomes. There is scope for employers and FE/HE to learn from the each others’ approaches.

There was general agreement that, while FE has become more responsive to employers over recent years (although it is sometimes constrained by perceived competition between providers), HE has some catching up to do. For example: the Action for Business Colleges programme aims to ensure that an employer approaching a College will be advised as to the relevant offer from all institutions in its area, not just the College in question, and the FE sector has introduced new standards such as Employer Responsiveness and Excellence of Provision, and Business Support as a Profession. It was felt there could be a role for SLN in assisting HE to develop its responsiveness, moving from employer engagement on a departmental or personal level to a more cohesive approach.

Employers are faced with a confusing myriad of employer support services, employer engagement services and organisations providing skills development. This is disengaging for employers, especially micro-businesses (which represent the vast majority of employers in Sussex). It was suggested that, at the least, employers need a broker to advise them as to which organisation can meet their needs, and that ideally all business support should be available through a single portal.

Such a service would need to span FE and HE, and vocational and academic provision (and indeed all business support needs, not just skills) since employers don’t appreciate, and are not interested in, such distinctions, while individuals want seamless transitions, the absence of which creates barriers to progression.

The TUC’s Union Learn project aims to provide points of contact within employers to advise on relevant learning provision in the local area. Union Learning Representatives would welcome the existence of a single point of contact for information on vocational HE provision, and the TUC would be glad to see SLN develop this role.

Concern was expressed about the potential for SLN to duplicate the remit of organisations such as Business Link, Train to Gain (with its remit expanding to level 3 provision) and the National Skills Academy. The Comprehensive Spending Review announced a single brokerage service for all businesses, to be managed by RDAs. The South East is ahead of the game in responding to this as a result of previous work to develop Joining Forces, which was overtaken by the development of Train to Gain. The Joining Forces network involved SEEDA, the six South East Business Links, LSCs and other key partners and was working towards the development of a single South East brokerage service for employers, covering  all skills, training and IAG provision.

4.2 Individuals

Achieving ambitious targets for upskilling will require not only increased participation, but also high retention rates, and this will depend upon the provision of high quality IAG and support. 

Like employers, individuals face a myriad of services providing IAG (including Connexions, Union Learning Representatives, Nextstep, providers and Sussex Careers) and are often unclear as to which one is appropriate for them. In addition, advice from some of these sources is not impartial. In this context, it was suggested that SLN could act as a portal or first point of contact referring individuals to appropriate sources of impartial advice on higher level vocational learning. 

LLNs may have a role to play in supporting DIUS and the LSC to ensure that the new Universal Adult Careers Service (which, in the South East, is likely to be developed from the Regional Skills Alliance) delivers high quality IAG relating to higher level skills (see Section 6). While the Adult Careers Service will appear uniform to the user across the South East, its make-up behind the scenes will depend upon local factors. SEEDA reports that the Sussex Skills for Productivity Alliance is the most likely vehicle to develop the Adult Careers Service in Sussex. 

Consultees were supportive of the concept of the Skills Health Check recommended by Leitch, reporting that there is a lack of careers advice for individuals seeking higher skilled employment. 

Employees need to know what’s on offer so they will demand it from their employers. The SLN website’s “learning opportunities” with “case studies” of potential learners was regarded as a good example of how this might be addressed.

Concern was expressed about the potential for SLN to duplicate the remit of other IAG agencies, such as Connexions and Nextstep, and of the work of national organisations such as Sector Skills Councils
. 

Reducing confusion arising from the range of organisations active in this area depends on effective referral mechanisms, perhaps even extending to a linked telephone system.

5 Progression

Consultees recognised the need to ensure that learners in work and on vocational programmes are clear as to their position on the ‘skills escalator’, understand what their next steps might be, and know how to take these steps (and to facilitate transfer between the vocational and academic skills escalators through, for example, credit transfer arrangements). Currently, while learners on academic routes see a clear pathway from GCSEs, through A levels to HE, those undertaking GNVQs often do so only because they’ve been told they can’t do GCSEs or A levels, and are unaware of a progression pathway.

SLN is addressing this through, for example, the development of progression agreements. A pan-Sussex response is required to ensure that the HE sector provides courses in ways that enable work-based learners to access them, and that work-based learners appreciate the potential benefits of progressing to HE.

Progression pathways were seen as crucial in developing a new demand-led way of presenting learning options to employers and individuals, demonstrating how provision meets the need for skills rather than simply offering an off-the-shelf menu of specific qualifications in specific “subjects”. The TUC’s new Climbing Frames programme aims to provide maps of progression routes, and the TUC would be keen to link these to SLN’s progression agreements.

6 Practitioner development

Consultees expressed concern that Advisors within the proposed universal Adult Careers Service would lack an adequately broad range of knowledge. How the new Service relates to the HE and FE sectors will be key and SLN could play a role here, facilitating communication and collaboration, quality assuring services and ensuring that the new Universal Adult Careers Service delivers high quality IAG relating to higher level skills. Similarly SLN might support Train to Gain in developing the skills and knowledge to deliver IAG to level four.

There is potential for further development of the IAG practitioner group and for joint staff development to promote consistency and raise practitioners’ awareness of local developments. SLN’s conferences were regarded as effective for example.

It was suggested that SLN might develop as an information conduit, acting both as an external resource for providers (for example playing a valuable role in ensuring that national policy developments are communicated quickly to those required to respond to them) and providing a regional view to inform national policy development.

It was also suggested that SLN might co-ordinate funding applications for a Sussex package for all learning and skills development, thus reducing expenditure on the set up and exit of individual projects. There are a variety of activities in Sussex which are project funded for a limited period (e.g. ProfitNet, Hub100 and SLN itself) and which effectively compete for funding. This role might be funded through a top-slice of the budget of each project.

Again, concern was raised about SLN duplicating the activities of other agencies. SLN would need to develop a unique position in the field alongside the QIA Excellence Gateway with its National Learning Programme for Change, Teachernet, The Centre for Excellence in Leadership and FE provision for the learning sector.

7 SLN’s fit and sustainability

7.1 A pan-Sussex approach

Most consultees felt that pan-Sussex was an appropriate geographical level at which to address these issues. Even within Sussex, travel distances can be prohibitive for potential learners, especially those who have specific disadvantages. It was felt that a cluster of stakeholders drawn from a larger geographic area would not have enough local knowledge to support students, while a smaller cluster would not have adequate scope.

However, services must be designed in response to analysis at a lower geographical level as the Sussex economy is not homogenous (e.g.: the 19 sectors identified by the Sussex Skills for Productivity Alliance are not all as key to East Sussex as they are to Sussex as a whole; the East Sussex economy is particularly insular, with most companies doing business within only a ten mile radius; the challenges of urban centres such as Brighton and Hastings vary from those faced by rural areas and those of the Gatwick Diamond). There is a need both to respond to local issues and to address sub-regional, regional and national issues. SLN could meet SEEDA’s expressed desire for organisations operating at a “mezzanine level” between local economies and the Regional Economic Strategy, linked to other relevant plans such as Sector Skills Agreements and the associated Action Plans that the Adult Learning & Skills Partnership Board is developing). 

SLN will need to continue to liaise closely with Lifelong Learning Networks in bordering areas, as learners on the borders of Sussex will seek learning and employment opportunities in these areas. Progression and referral routes must be agreed across county boundaries.

7.2 Addressing gaps and avoiding duplication

Consultees reported that SLN has made strides in addressing gaps between courses for vocational learners, in making providers aware of progression/referral gaps, and in developing IAG resources, and that there is potential for it to develop further.

SLN has successfully engaged organisations and linked FE and HE, and institutions within each sector, in new ways. The range of institutions represented by SLN is powerful and bringing them into contact with each other, and into contact with employers, is a significant achievement in itself. Consultees who were involved in the provision of HE within an FE context, reported that SLN plays a useful role in bringing together those FEIs that offer HE to  share good practice. While the same individual may represent an institution for FE Sussex and for SLN, they find it beneficial to talk about HE in a HE arena.

Many consultees were concerned about the plethora of stakeholders addressing the skills agenda in Sussex. They felt that having so many players addressing similar issues (Sussex Skills for Productivity Alliance, the LSC with its sectoral focus, ProfitNet, Adult Learning & Skills Partnership Board, 14-19 Partnership Board, Sussex Careers, Jobcentre Plus) dilutes resources and results in fragmented approaches rather than a common service to young people, employees and employers.

This presents both an opportunity and a challenge. On the one hand, there would appear to be a potential role in co-ordinating the range of stakeholders, ensuring communication, and identifying and addressing gaps and duplications. For example, SLN could co-ordinate activities such as the following:

· The involvement of HE in the delivery of the new vocational diplomas for the 14-19 group, developing a strategy to link schools, colleges and HE, e.g. creating Foundation Degrees that offer progression from the new Diplomas. 

· Co-ordinating approaches to employers to identify work placements for Schools, Colleges and Universities, e.g. by addressing H&S issues to enable workplaces to take young people and by educating employers as to the benefits for them and the economy in providing placements. The challenge of finding placements is one of the biggest barriers to vocational learning. 

On the other, there is a danger that SLN could come to be perceived as yet one more organisation and an additional, frustrating level of bureaucracy. Several consultees expressed concern about SLN becoming directly involved in service delivery, suggesting that its role should be strategic rather than operational. It was suggested that SLN does not need to be outward facing. It could play an effective planning, co-ordinating, research observatory and capacity building role without the majority of businesses and individuals in Sussex being aware of its existence. For example, there may be a role for LLNs in informing the development of policy for University Centres to ensure they address their remit of growing the entire economy of a geographical area and that their graduates are motivated to remain in the area once they are qualified.

In addition, a number of organisations would be interested in becoming the single point of communication for employers (and individuals) so SLN will need to make a strong case for its role. SLN must be particularly careful to be clear about the distinction between its role and the roles of organisations that also have a co-ordination role, e.g. FE Sussex (though FE Sussex lacks SLN’s independence from education).

There was also concern that, by focusing exclusively on vocational learning, SLN is propagating the distinction between vocational and academic pathways and undermining efforts to achieve parity of esteem.

7.3 Sources of funding 

While a regional oversight of all Lifelong Learning Networks would provide opportunities for economies of scale and the potential to vire funding around the region, SEEDA indicates that it is unlikely to fund LLNs. LSC Sussex suggests that, if it was able to contribute financially, its contribution would represent a maximum of 20 per cent of the. The most secure source of long-term funding would seem to be HEFCE though the LSC suggested that HEIs, FEIs, FE Sussex and IAG providers might each contribute (relatively small) sums

The Leitch Review recommends that skills development is funded in partnership by employers and learners and directly mentions Learn Direct, Nextstep and Jobcentre Plus without specifically mentioning Lifelong Learning Networks. So, Lifelong Learning Networks will need to link with these organisations and may be able to tap into their funding streams.

There is also potential for SLN to attract in-kind support. For example, Brighton & Hove City Council suggested that it might be able to broker subsidised accommodation, for example through the development of City College or the University of Brighton.

7.4 Demonstrating impact

SLN should consider carefully whether it is doing enough to demonstrate its impact to potential funders. Organisations will agree to fund SLN only if it is clear to them that SLN directly contributes to the achievement of their objectives. SLN must, on an ongoing basis, demonstrate its impact and the contribution it makes to ensuring that national and regional agendas are addressed locally. It should ensure that it is represented within the education and economic development targets of the three Local Area Agreements.

Several consultees commented that, while their personal opinion was that, while SLN was “a good thing”, they did not have robust evidence of its impact and they were keen to see objective evaluations demonstrating this impact. It was suggested that SLN could learn from the Kent Guidance Consortium which has commissioned regular external evaluation reports. It was also recognised that it would be challenging for SLN to make a measurable impact within three years. SLN aims to disseminate widely the outcomes of its second year review.
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� 	However, there is a need to relate national level information provided by Sector Skills Councils to the local level. The SSDA, which currently provides a regional link to the network of Sector Skills Councils, will be absorbed into the new UK Commission for Employment & Skills, removing this regional level point of contact for labour market information.  
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