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Dear Lord Mandelson,
HIGHER AMBITIONS – THE FUTURE OF UNIVERSITIES IN A KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY
A response from the Lifelong Learning Networks Directors Group:
The Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) are delighted to hear about the proposals and commitment to developing a Higher Education Framework which is inclusive, will widen participation, will develop innovative and diverse models of learning, and will ensure that businesses work more closely with universities. We are however, very disappointed that the established work of the LLNs, and the potential for future contribution have not been recognised as proven platforms from which the Framework can develop further.
The purpose of the LLNs was to improve the participation of vocational learners in HE, particularly those who were first generation HE students. This was, and is, being achieved through the development of Progression Agreements, innovative curriculum and modes of delivery, specific Information, Advice and Guidance interventions, and the involvement of employers and Sector Skills Councils in developments. Crucially, the development of partnerships between diverse Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and Further Education Colleges (FECs) has led to a cultural transformation so explicitly underpinning the changes proposed in the Higher Ambitions Framework, that the LLNs were funded through the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) for an original period of three years. Following this period there will be no further funding.
Approximately £105 million was allocated to twenty-nine networks which were established across the country, the average funding per network being £3.5million.  The majority will now come to the end of their funding period in 2010/11. Given this significant amount of investment and their achievements so far, it is a surprisingly linear approach not to use their expertise and experience to inform and develop the Framework. To provide a clearer perspective of how the work of the LLNs is vital to the establishment of the Framework, it is important to understand the strategic approaches that they have taken and the achievements so far.
Partnership, collaboration and autonomy: 

The report refers specifically to the need for new partnerships between schools, colleges and universities. The LLNs already have such partnerships as well as strong and effective collaborations with other stakeholders such as Connexions, Aimhigher, training providers and employers. The vision in developing the Framework is based around autonomous and diverse institutions with different missions delivering what they excel in. Most LLNs have spent at least the last three years developing their partnerships, ensuring that the appropriate links are made at a range of stages relevant to diverse cohorts of learners.  But in addition to this, networks now provide immense benefits for the staff within and on the periphery of FE and HE; increasing provision for employers which is linked to local need and regional economic strategy; and challenging the existing HE structures without compromising the autonomy of individual institutions.  

As a result of mature and complex partnerships, LLNs are now uniquely positioned to be able to deliver in a range of areas which were perhaps not within their original remit.  LLNs are useful vehicles enabling diverse institutions to work together towards common goals.  The network structures provide a balance between collaboration and a healthy and necessary competition.  This allows joint work in a wide variety of areas which is not restricted to supporting vocational progression, but also allows closer alignment between partnerships, supporting the promotion of the HE sector as a whole.

The cultural change in HEIs is difficult to quantify but can be perceived in many ways through, for example the willingness to consider non-traditional methods of delivery; the development of shared approaches to quality assurance systems which  enables learners to access different modules of awards at different HEIs;  the gradual acceptance in some Russell Group universities that access to the professions can successfully be extended to non-traditional learners and that they can succeed; HEIs using Progression Agreements  to offer places to those who would not normally progress; and the willingness to reflect on practice and consider whether modes of learning are really appropriate for the contemporary needs of  employers and  employees.    

However this is a fragile beginning; without the objective support that LLNs have been able to give in harnessing the expertise across HEIs and FECs, and bringing this together to embed a cultural change, it is easy to envisage that future progress could be limited.     
Widening access to Higher Education for those who have the ability to benefit: 

The LLNs have been at the forefront of developing new models and flexible ways of learning.  LLNs have worked alongside employers and intermediaries such as Sector Skills Councils to develop curriculum that is fit for purpose. For example, Foundation Degrees were developed and delivered to meet the needs of learners and employers, offering opportunities in vocational areas which previously did not exist. Continuing Professional Development (CPD) packages, developed for those in employment, are in place and are often implemented to encourage those people without higher level qualifications to go on to achieve more, whilst at the same time meeting the needs of employers. We have tackled one of the most challenging areas of progression - that of progression from NVQs and Advanced Apprenticeships to HE. This has involved challenging established preconceptions and cultures within HEIs concerning who should have access to higher level qualifications.  We have created formal Progression Agreements for those people most excluded and unlikely to access Higher Education, such as adult learners and young people from deprived areas. This directly reflects the focus on diversity of models and widening participation proposed.    
The Alan Milburn report ‘Unleashing Potential’, illustrates how we currently have unfair access to the professions and the direct correlation to social class. The LLNs have pioneered access to highly selective courses for vocational learners in selective institutions; they have engaged successfully with the Russell Group of institutions and achieved changes in admission practices. Examples of these are in medicine, law and veterinary courses.  
The LLNs have recognised that advice and encouragement received by young learners early in their education is vital and that older learners often do not have any access to Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) concerning admittance to HE. The LLNs have worked closely with Connexions, schools, colleges, training providers, Trade Union organisations and many others to address the knowledge gap that existed in relation to HE admission. A huge amount of staff time has been dedicated to working alongside other organisations to ensure that guidance professionals are given clear, accurate and up-to-date information. LLNs have recognised the importance of aligning with the ‘on-line’ information being made available through area-wide prospectuses and through Aimhigher initiatives. Regional and national links have been made with other organisations charged with providing careers information such as the Sector Skills Councils.
Supporting Universities to make a bigger contribution to economic recovery and growth:
FE and HE partnerships are ideally placed to meet the continuum of skills and research needs from industry. LLNs have been instrumental in driving the agenda for Higher Level Skills and some networks are leading projects through HEFCE’s Employer Engagement funding stream and the Economic Challenge Investment Fund. Further funding through Regional Development Agencies and University Associations has also been secured, demonstrating the importance of such groupings. Some are underpinning partners for the achievement of Level 4 for Local Area Agreements and as such already work with many organisations. Furthermore, some LLNs are delivering Higher Level Skills Pathfinders: an additional partnership which enhances the overall provision. Most importantly we are genuinely responsive to employers and their priorities. For example, modules and awards are designed in collaboration with employers and where appropriate FE partners.  Modes of delivery include delivery on employers’ premises so as to make learning accessible; assessments reflect the real work life situations and LLNs support the development of e- learning and blended learning options. Importantly we bring together HEIs in working relationships which previously did not exist, thus harnessing the best of knowledge and contributing to a significant cultural change. However, it must also be emphasised that this approach is not without its challenges and the time it takes to develop such strategies cannot be underestimated.  The expertise to steer these changes exists in the LLNs and this reinforces the view that the LLNs should be included as driving forces within the establishment of the strategy. 
Achievements and statistical information:  
The key quantifiable achievements of the LLNs can be described under four main areas: Progression Agreements; curriculum developments; IAG; and staff development.  The HEFCE analysis of the annual reports submitted for the 2008/2009 year shows the following achievements:     
	Development
	Number Developed - in excess of
	Number in Development
	Comments

	Progression Agreement
	6,635
	2,000
	19,500 learners are expected to progress, with an additional 55,000 having the potential to benefit from them each year 


	Curriculum Development
	1,100
	700
	700 had employer involvement

450 also involved Sector Skills Councils  

	Information, Advice and Guidance
	62,000 IAG  interventions
	
	180,000 paper-based resources produced
800,000 web hits on LLN  IAG systems  -  


	Staff Development
	2,300 events 
	
	32,000 staff benefited across the HE/ FE/employer sectors  


Conclusions:
In conclusion, the LLNs can make a significant and important contribution to the implementation of the HE Framework as can be recognised through the evidence cited.  We are aware that the existing expertise is a valuable resource and has been ignored. We are also concerned that government funding allocated to LLNs is not being best used when the outcomes of their work are not informing policy, neither do we have any strategic involvement and therefore cannot affect impact. As LLNs, we are aware that barriers to progression and participation still exist, this is a result of inflexible HE provision, some outmoded ways of learning, a lack of seamless progression routes for Apprentices and NVQ learners, and inadequate or inappropriate IAG. Underpinning all of this is social class. It is the LLN movement which can and does successfully challenge all of these areas. We are hopeful that you will carefully consider the issues raised in this response and look forward to continuing the dialogue in a meaningful way.
Yours sincerely,
Jill Ward
(On behalf of the Lifelong Learning Networks Directors Group)
Chair of the Lifelong Learning Networks Directors Group  
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