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As the SLN moves towards its final months of operation, there is clearly a need to review the contribution made to its work by the information, advice and guidance team.  It would be helpful, for example, to be able to demonstrate that IAG has helped encourage more students into vocational higher education and once there has helped retain them by providing information that has led to students making the right choice of course and accessing the required support.

However, as the Sustainability Group has recognised (Planning for Sustainability: Stakeholder Views, an interim report by Papworth Research and Consultancy, October 2007), there are considerable difficulties in evaluating the effectiveness of the work of the SLN as a whole (including the IAG contribution), firstly because Learning Networks are still developing and it may be too soon to engage in research as to their effectiveness or otherwise, and secondly because a successful methodology, particularly in relation to qualitative evaluation, is difficult to determine.

Despite this difficulty, this paper is an attempt to evaluate the work of the Information, Advice and Guidance team both quantitatively and qualitatively.

Setting the Context

The Information, Advice and Guidance team of the SLN was established in August 2006 and made up of staff with experience of careers guidance and educational guidance, including disability and study skills support.  

Our focus was to be on vocational course provision at higher education level within the SLN’s chosen curriculum areas across East and West Sussex. In particular we were interested in the smooth progression from one level of learning to another, from the very first vocational study options right through to higher education.

At the time the team was set up, a considerable amount of IAG existed within Sussex aimed at students following traditional routes into university from school or college sixth forms, but there appeared to be much less clarity for those who wished to progress from vocational FE or work-based learning into vocational higher education. 
ConneXions in both counties was tracking the destinations of students and offering vocational support to target groups.  Nextsteps were financed to see those who had not yet reached level 2 or 5 GCSEs. This meant that those with Level 3 who had the potential for higher education could use only the library resources at Careers Centres or online information but had no access to advice or guidance except where short term funding became available.  University careers services were offering comprehensive information, advice and guidance to their own students and graduates but not to the public in general.  Wide gaps in provision at every stage existed and especially for adult learners. 
We believe that over the past two years the IAG team has made considerable progress in attempting to fill those gaps. 
Our Aims and Objectives
For each of the two years the IAG team has been in existence, our aims and objectives have been clearly differentiated.
In our first year of working our primary aim was to develop resources which would help fill the gaps that existed in the provision of information and advice for those interested in vocational HE.  Our target audience ranged from potential students to existing students to practitioners of various kinds. To fulfil this aim we
· developed a website Learning Opportunities which drew together on one site the information commonly required by anyone considering further study, with a specific focus on the vocational. 

· produced leaflets online and in print covering the topics which were thought likely to produce the most questions.
· put together an Adviser Pack for the use of anyone who fulfils the role of adviser or guide to those considering further study e.g. teacher, personal tutor, student adviser.

During the second year of working, the primary aim has been to raise awareness of the availability of these resources and to gather feedback on their effectiveness with a view to continued improvement.  
To this end a programme of visits has been organised and continues to take place to a variety of interested groups in East and West Sussex, including educational institutions, careers offices and trade union representatives.  The visits have taken various forms: one-to-one conversations; small group sessions; formal presentations to audiences of students and to practitioners; attendance at HE and Careers Fairs and representation at the Open Days of individual Sussex colleges.  

The team has also contributed to two Foundation Degree Symposiums and two SLN annual conferences offering popular sessions focussed on their IAG work.  The core team has organised a regular programme of twilight seminars on topics related to workbased learning and these have also proved popular.  
The First Year
Our first task as a team was to map the existing provision at Level 3 and above in the curriculum areas that the SLN had nominated.  Each member of the team was assigned one or more curriculum areas and the work took a considerable time.  Some of the difficulties of mapping were specific to particular subject areas but many were common between different disciplines.  These included:
· An immense number of courses sitting within the same subject area which would be impossible to research individually.  To take Engineering as an example, even using the Sector Skills in Engineering website SEMTA, which potential learners would be unlikely to know about, and narrowing the search to one engineering sector which again learners might not yet have decided on e.g. ‘Electrical Engineering in East Sussex’, the result was 1013 courses.

· A huge variety of qualifications was available (with a mix of examination boards) and often accompanied by a lack of clarity regarding equivalence between them. In the Sport and Leisure area, for example, 53 institutions (including sixth forms) were offering courses at level 3 and above across Sussex. This amounted to 108 differently named courses, some of which were at the same level.
· Progress between levels was not clear and few evident pathways existed for students to access.
· Entry qualifications were sometimes unclear and could occasionally be contradictory – particularly around mature student entry.
· It was often not obvious what exactly full-time and part-time meant in reality – each institution, each department seemed to have different interpretations.
· Fees were rarely specified because of different bursary schemes in operation and students would often not know their liability until after enrolment.
· Information changed rapidly.  Courses were swiftly abandoned if they did not recruit and sometimes a new course suddenly appeared.  Within a few months an institution’s prospectus could change quite considerably.
The completed mapping proved to be the cornerstone of the work undertaken both by the IAG team and the individual curriculum teams who were required to construct clear progression pathways for students in their subject area, within and between institutions.  The Arts database, for instance, was invaluable to the team of consultants charged with putting together progression agreements in very different areas of arts vocational learning.  

For the IAG team the mapping was most useful in bringing to light many of the questions faced by potential students.  In order to answer such questions we drew together a range of generic and subject specific materials under the umbrella of Learning Opportunities.  Its aim was to provide resources which enabled users to search and make decisions independently. The emphasis was on personalising the service so that the user would be equipped to make informed choices or ask further questions of providers based on their current study, job or career aspirations.  It directly targeted and encouraged those who were in work, returning to work or currently studying vocational courses but the materials were also intended to be useful for all those interested in higher education.  

In summary the SLN IAG now provides:

· an interactive website supporting personalised IAG

· paper resources for learners and potential learners

· an online adviser pack (also available in hard copy)

· marketing and promotional materials

· online ordering via the SLN free shop

· staff development opportunities for intermediaries
The Learning Opportunities website contains:       [We may not need to list these details]
· Advice about university level study choices and getting back to study.

· ‘Ask a question’ facility which is supported by an extensive database.

· ‘Email us’ for individual advice.

· Information sheets relating to discrete areas of concern, for example, childcare while you study, disability support, choosing a vocational course, finding time to study. 

· Financial advice.
· A personal planning pack which pulls together all the material viewed in a single visit into a personalised pdf and includes advice on making a decision about study and approaching an institution.

· An adviser pack which draws together a range of useful resources for IAG practitioners.

· The SLN online free shop where advisers and those running events can order SLN resources.

· Links to other websites, for example, partner institutions and the local area prospectus.
· Sussex routes – the SLN’s interactive online progression tool which translates the detail of the Sussex Vocational Progression Accord (SVPA) for learners and advisers.  Users can find out whether there are any special admissions arrangements that apply to them, print out a certificate of their entitlement and use a special number on their UCAS form that will be picked up by the institution they apply to.
· Careers advice across 14 broad careers areas.  A bank of Careers FAQs are currently being developed and a new interactive Key Routes interactive diagram will show different routes through levels of study i.e. vocational route, academic route, with a signpost to Sussex routes in case there are any additional arrangements for people who work, study or live in Sussex.
The website went live in June 2007 and currently receives around 6,300 page views per month, a strong showing for an IAG website which covers only Sussex.  
From feedback received from a wide spectrum of people within the education and IAG sectors in the county, the website is the resource that is likely to be most heavily used.  Its advantages have been noted as
· ease of navigation.  One IAG adviser has commented that pages are ‘well laid out, visually appealing and easy to understand.’
· usefulness in bringing together large amounts of diverse information with a large number of links to relevant sites.  Another IAG professional [Futures Training] rates the website extremely helpful because ‘all this information is in one place rather than having to search through hundreds of different websites.’ 
· ability to clarify, particularly in demonstrating the number of alternative routes that exist to reach the same destination and in giving help on very complicated areas such as funding. 

· ability to build confidence, evident in a comment from a Unionlearn representative that ‘the SLN website deals with each of the barriers to learning,’ and echoed by a Nextsteps adviser: ‘the website is interesting to so many clients who hitherto may have thought many of these options out of reach.’
Advisers from both Unionlearn and Nextsteps are using the site frequently in the course of their daily activities as a tool to help their clients. 
FE Colleges are also enthusiastic.  One [Sussex Downs College] is currently using the Learning Opportunities website as a training tool for their own advisers and another [City College] has found that ‘all materials (have been) a great success.’  Their experience of students using the website has been wholly positive: ‘Students found having the information in smaller chunks much easier to absorb and they could quickly get to the information they were looking for.’  Specialist providers such as a music college [BIMM] have been amongst our most committed colleagues.  For them [BIMM] ‘the resources provided by the SLN complement our objectives perfectly,’ which is commitment to students’ ongoing vocational development.  Learning Opportunities has helped to guide their students through decisions about continuing higher education.

Colleges have found the ‘Ask an Adviser’ facility on the website a helpful innovation for individual enquirers.  An average of around 700 FAQs is currently being viewed per month.  We are aware that this facility needs continual improvement and the work is ongoing to extend the vocabulary of this section and tweak the website accordingly.  
During the process of gathering feedback, we have been given a number of useful ideas for the refreshing and development of the website.  Additions such as local information for ex offenders with a link to the Offenders Learning and Skills Service have been suggested together with the inclusion of more visual content such as illustrations and pictures of students and advisers.  However one of the positives of the website has been its uncluttered look and ease of navigation and we would want to preserve that.  Similarly we will try to address a comment that some of the pages are overlong, but at the same time have to keep in mind that we are trying to draw together the work of others and fill gaps where no advice already exists.  If people are looking for information, that is what they need to find.   

There has also been comment on the fact that the database covers only Sussex and is therefore of limited use for students who wish to look for study options outside the county.  However, our initial brief was to produce a website which related only to Sussex.  If plans for the future are realised, the website will be expanded to include a very large area of the South-East and ultimately it is hoped the whole country.

Print Materials

Although the website has clearly proved its worth, print resources have not been forgotten.  Where internet access is unavailable or not appropriate, we have produced print leaflets focussed on topics that enquirers most commonly raise.   5,200 packs of information sheets were distributed across Sussex in 2007 and it is anticipated that 5000 copies of the revised booklet currently in production will be similarly distributed.
In addition to these numbers we should note that the same information sheets are available from the website and a very large number are currently being downloaded, an average of 1900 fact sheets per month.
Staff at the music college [BIMM] feel our printed materials are ‘simple and clear’ and specifically focussed.  One university college [UCH] has commented on the helpfulness of the leaflets, in particular the Finance leaflet which ‘would be really useful for HE or potential HE students and their parents’.  The Foundation Degree information sheet has also proved a favourite.  We had a very few negative comments on the generic nature of the leaflets but our intention has been to produce generic information in order to make the information sheets helpful to as wide a range of people as possible.  Each leaflet in turn points the reader towards more individualised and specialised sources of help.  One respondent has suggested that the printed materials would be better published within one single booklet and this is the format to be adopted in the revised version of the information sheets.

The Second Year 
It was not sufficient simply to produce the website and print materials: it was necessary also to provide staff development to raise awareness of them and of how they might be used to support learners and potential learners interested in vocational studies and progression within Sussex. 
Face-to-face events
Since October 2007 members of the IAG team have offered a large number of staff development and student facing events.  These have ranged from one to one sessions to audiences of up to 50 plus at schools and colleges.  In addition the team has talked directly to learners at Open Days and Careers events.  

We have also been keen to attend a number of face-to-face sessions for our own staff development in order to improve our knowledge base and disseminate the team’s work.  Details of the conferences team members have attended are listed in the Appendix.
Staff development and student facing sessions offered by the IAG team were generally rated by participants as:
· Useful and interesting.  A typical comment from a Unionlearn representative found the website demonstration a ‘very informative session which gave me as a trained ULR and advice and guidance practitioner, a useful tool to use with all levels of client.’ 
· Having an ‘expert to answer queries’ face-to-face was valued by a number of participants. 

· Sixth formers appreciated having a student ambassador come along to events to talk to students about their experience of vocational learning.

· The materials used in these sessions were generally endorsed, ‘the pub quiz’ seen as a particularly good way in which to consolidate learning for groups of sixth formers.  Case studies worked well with other groups but there was a need to increase the number and range of the scenarios covered.  This is a resource we can develop in the future.
Staff development events and student facing sessions have reached large numbers of people in one stroke but one-to-one meetings have also been useful in disseminating our resources.  Such sessions have been judged very helpful by those we met because:

· Clear, precise guidance was offered on using the database.

· The hands-on-practical approach aided understanding.

· The demonstration was made relevant to the needs of the person, with the IAG team member ‘going through the website in a personalised way’.
Full details of all staff development and student facing sessions, all one-to-one sessions offered and Open Days and Careers events attended are included in the Appendix.
Support for intermediaries
As the above staff development events show, we have been conscious of the need to support intermediaries as well as students and potential students.  A significant part of this project has been to create an Adviser Pack designed to be used by intermediaries in conjunction with the website.  It is available online or in hard copy.  It draws together information and links to resources that would normally demand separate web searches.  It includes, for example, information on levels and qualifications, an explanation of educational terms, a summary of our work on progression and the Sussex Vocational Progression Accord, details of Sector Skills Councils, of disability organisations and contact details for FECs, HEIs and Local Authorities.    
The facility to download Adviser Packs has proved popular and currently an average of around 270 packs per month is being downloaded.  As you would expect, guidance practitioners comment on the usefulness of the Adviser Pack in giving them all the core information they need in one easily accessible place.  A number of practitioner groups have downloaded Advisers Packs as paper copies for handy reference.  We had this in mind when we devised the pack, particularly for those advisers who work in the field and who may not have internet access readily available.   
Support for individual students
Although the IAG team did not have a remit to offer advice and guidance to individuals, students were offered the chance to contact the team if their queries proved too complex for the website or printed materials.  Contacts established in this way have demonstrated vividly the need for a comprehensive advice and guidance service for adults who wish to return to study and/or wish to pursue vocational learning.  In most cases the particular IAG team member involved spent considerable amounts of time trying to force a way through a thicket of conflicting information and help the potential student to overcome multiple barriers which seemed to oppose even modest progress.

Sometimes it was as simple as an institution not making crystal clear to a student the reason for their rejection from a course.  A Fine Art student with a previously unrelated degree needed to understand the level of work expected from MA students, both practically and theoretically, in order to assess sensibly just where she was in relation to the requirements of the course. 
Other cases were far more complex.  A student from abroad using the email facility on the Learning Opportunities website asked for help to gain a UK Social Work qualification, having graduated in social work in her own country.  The IAG team member who worked with her was able to assist her on the long and complicated process of gaining international recognition with the General Social Care Council and then able to advise on additional courses which would improve her knowledge of the terms and vocabulary of social work. The student was immensely grateful for the unexpected source of help, ‘You have done so much for me already’, she wrote, ‘not even knowing me - I shall not forget this’.
Individually tailored advice can be a long process and take a great deal of time.  One of our team has had a ‘conversation’ over many months with a man at the crossroads of his dancing career who needs to assess both his current position and future goals before he can begin to explore possible new opportunities through the website.  He has required detailed guidance of a kind usually available only through fee paying careers services. 
The whole area of advising individual students is a fluid one as far as IAG future plans are concerned.  There is evidently a strong need (the team has dealt with far more case studies than can be included in this report) but at the same time it is a resource consuming process.  In our first two years of operation we have tried to engage with whatever needs have been presented to us but whether we are involved in such work in the future will no doubt be for discussion. 

Supporting Employers
Employers represent one audience we have only just begun to make contact with and this is likely to be the group which becomes one of the most important for the SLN or its successor in the coming months.  
The IAG team has managed to establish contacts which could provide a base from which to proceed, though evidently a great deal more work is still to be done.  One professional body [The CIPD] has been delighted to hear about the resources we had to offer and were keen to publish an article on them by one of our team members in its newsletter.  A district council’s [Chichester District Council’s] economic development section has been ‘interested to see the range of information available to support different client groups’ and has promoted our website through their ebiz electronic news letter.  They suggest that the IAG team provide case studies of business and raise awareness of our service with business support agencies such as Chambers via attendance at networking events, business breakfast meetings and so on and this is likely to be a central activity in future.
Plans for the Future

We anticipate that the next phase in the development of IAG within the Learning Network is likely to be based on: 
· Developing the Learning Opportunities model across the south east.

· Working with the LLNs and other agencies to raise awareness of the service and promote its usage.

· Providing a briefing service for a range of intermediaries to equip them to access and use the service.

· Working directly with HR and Training Managers in the further development of the service for employers.

· Working with agencies developing the new Adult Guidance Service so that higher education is an option for all adults from 2010.
However if our experience of the last two years is replicated in the future, different activities and needs may well emerge over time.  As an established and committed team we are confident that we can meet that challenge.
Maureen Stenning

6 June 2008
Appendix 1

Staff development/demonstrations/presentations Oct 07 to May 08 (note:  needs to be updated for final report)
East and West Sussex Careers

Boundstone Community College  (2)
Brighton Institute of Modern Music 

Central Sussex College, Haywards Heath
Chichester College  
Chichester District Council 
Cross Institutional event for Careers staff

Cross Institutional event for Admissions staff     
Filsham Valley School         

(Impact Iniatives), Workability, Brighton      
Learning Link, Sidley Community Association
Legal and General  
Newcep

Northbrook College

Sackville School, East Grinstead
Steyning Grammar School  
Sussex Downs College, Lewes  (2)       

Unionlearn 
Worthing College              
Legal and General   
Newcep  (Rachel Philpott)
University College, Hastings   
University of Chichester Knowledge Exchange
Unison     
VT Careers Management   
Open Days, Careers Fairs, Business Fairs: 
Central Sussex College, Haywards Heath      Careers Fair          
Chichester College                                     HE Fair  
Chichester College                                     Information Day  
Chichester University
                      Careers Information Day


City College                                              Open Evening                

Hastings Centre                                         Let’s Do Business Event

Hastings College                                       Skills for Business Festival 

Learning Skills Council                               Sussex Skills Fair

Plumpton College                                      Open Day              

UCAS                                                       Sussex HE Fair (sponsored by SLN)                     
Sussex Downs College, Eastbourne             Open Days (2) and Student Network event                 
Sussex Downs College, Lewes                    Open Day (2)            
University College, Hastings                       Open Day          
SLN events
Annual conferences in June 07 and June 08 
Foundation Degree Symposium in April 08

Cross institutional careers event

Cross institutional front line staff event

